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Fig. 1 Looking North on the High Line in the Snow, By Aviva Stampfer  

 
Chapter One 

Public Art on the High Line: An Introduction  
 

“Windows are as good as mirrors,” according to a nine year old boy I 

interviewed about Sue De Beer’s new art installation on the High Line Park, Haunt 

Room.  The artwork, a construction of plywood and glass panels does evoke windows, 

though reflection is not the prescribed function of the work. His comment, though not in 

line with the artist’s intentions, is indicative of art’s ability to encourage contemplation.  

A young boy is just as capable as other park visitors to engage with artworks and 

experience their beneficial effects. His comment could be interpreted in many ways, and 
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while I was not able to follow up with him on his intended meaning, I chose to believe 

that he meant that one perception of the world is as good as any other. Windows reflect 

just as mirrors do, though they might not be normally used for this purpose.   

Public art and public space are essential public amenities in this increasingly 

urbanized world. As more people move to cities, the importance of urban space will 

grow, and what cities provide will become more desirable.1 Public art brings beauty to 

the urban environment, and has the capacity to provide opportunities for democratic 

questioning of the status quo, which in turn creates a society involved in continual 

development. Public art and democracy are intrinsically connected, in fact many write 

about public art in the same way they write about democracy, using concepts that have 

been traditionally hallmarks of democratic thought, such as accessibility (Deutsche, 

1992:34). Public art is located in public space, such as parks, which provide better air 

quality, and respite from the increasingly built environment. While I firmly believe that 

public art and public space are fundamental to a functioning society, not all do. Some 

doubt the value of public art and public space’s contributions to urban life, and do not 

recognize the important function they have. I will demonstrate through this case study 

of public art on the High Line Park in Manhattan that public art and public space are 

essential public amenities, with long-lasting positive impact on those who interact with 

them.  

The High Line is a relatively recent addition to public parks in New York City.  

The arts program, High Line Art, has been an integral part of the park since its inception, 

with a variety of mediums and artists represented. In this project I aim to answer the 

question, how does art impact visitors on the High Line?  The multitude of sub-
                                                        
1 My focus here is on the urban explicitly, but that does not mean that public art and public 
space are not important public amenities in non-urban areas. 
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questions are; how do visitors interact with different works of art, how does the 

landscape of the High Line impact these interactions, what is the difference between the 

intended and the actual impact of these pieces on park visitors, what implications does 

this hold for the discussion of urban public artworks and art programs, and finally how 

public art can encourage democratic discourse. This project draws on the disciplines of 

public art, public space, parks and democracy, continuing the question urbanites 

wrestle with; what role do public amenities play in the urban environment. This project 

engages with questions of the public sphere and how public art can question the status 

quo and encourage democratic discourse. I have found through my focus on the High 

Line that public art remains an essential aspect of public life, and as it continues to 

evolve culturally and socially it will continue to offer opportunities for democratic 

engagement and questioning of the status quo. I also have found that some works 

succeed where others fail, further continuing the experiment of creating the best 

possible experience in an urban environment.  The High Line as a new form of public 

space has the potential to capitalize on its public qualities, yet the high level of 

surveillance and restrictive regulations prevent the park from being fully welcoming to 

all democratic activities.  

The Field Site 

The High Line as a field site necessitates this investigation because of its 

exceptional history, development, and integration within the urban environment. The 

park sits atop a historic elevated train line in the Chelsea neighborhood of Manhattan. 

The train was used to deliver goods to and from warehouses and factories along the 

Hudson River. Its first run was in 1934 and it was part of a program called West Side 

Improvement that made the streets safer by eliminating dangerous car and street level 
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train traffic. It sat unused after it’s last run in 1980, and was virtually forgotten until the 

threat of demolition energized a small group of neighborhood activists, now a very 

powerful group known as the Friends of the High Line, to save it. Though many 

neighborhood residents perceived of the High Line as a blighted remnant of the area’s 

industrial past, Robert Hammond and Joshua David, co-founders of the Friends of the 

High Line, convinced them of its intrinsic value as a historic landmark. In the mid 1980s, 

Peter Obletz had campaigned to save the railway from demolition and re-establish a 

functioning railroad but his efforts were not successful. Hammond and David also 

wanted to save the High Line, but they claimed that it’s potential was not in restoring 

it’s prior use, but in converting it into a different kind of public amenity. John Stilgoe, an 

essayist, was asked to visit the High Line along with the photographer Joel Sternfeld in 

order to capture the essence of the abandoned railroad. He described this unique sliver 

of steel as a “balanced disorder of contemporary great-city experience” (2001:43), and 

through his essay transformed the decrepit railroad into the wild landscape image of 

New York, hidden from the rest of the city. Joel Sternfeld (Fig.2) exposed in photographs 

the natural growth on the railroad, encouraging this image of the wild hidden from the 

city in plain sight. Their work together helped Hammond and David to convince 

doubters of the High Line’s potential as a park, and eventually their vision of the park in 

the sky caught on and the work to turn a dream into reality began.  

Hammond and David emphasized the uniqueness of the chance to turn an old 

railway into a park in the middle of Manhattan, an infrequent opportunity, and an 

opportunity that rose out of neglect. When the High Line was no longer in use (1980), 

neighborhood property owners rallied to have it torn down. When it came time for 

demolition in the late 1980s, CSX, the railroad corporation, didn’t want to pay for the 
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demolition costs. Ownership continued to change hands and demolition continued to be 

pushed back until 2002, when the city took control of the space. With the consistent 

urging of the Friends of the High Line, the city made its support of High Line re-use 

official. The city carried out re-zoning legislation for the area to allow for the right type 

of construction and had CSX sign a Trail Use agreement, a document that effectively 

preserved the High Line south of 30th street for public use as a trail.2 In 2006 

construction began, and in 2009 the first section of the park was opened to the public. 3 

 Figure three shows a map of the High Line in the context of its surrounding 

neighborhoods, the Meatpacking District, West Chelsea, and Hell’s Kitchen/Clinton. The 

park is the green line beginning in the south at Gansevoort Street, and ending with the 

yet undeveloped rail yards section at 30th Street. The rail yards are indicated with a 

dashed line, and curve around towards the river and north to 33rd Street.  

Figure 2: 
Ailanthus 
Threes, 25th 
Street, May 
2000, By Joel 
Sternfeld 
neighborhoods 

                                                        
2 For more information about other converted railroads visit the Rails to Trails Conservancy 
website, www.railstotrails.org 
3 http://www.thehighline.org/about/high-line-history (much of this section) 

http://www.thehighline.org/about/high-line-history
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Figure 3: Google Maps image of the High Line and surrounding neighborhoods 

 The first section of the park, running from Gansevoort Street to West 20th Street 

opened in 2009, and the second section, from West 20th Street to West 30th Street 

opened in July of 2011. There is still one last undeveloped section, running west down 

30th Street and around the Long Island Rail Road rail yards, the future of which remains 
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to be determined. 4 The park has enjoyed very positive public reactions to its design, 

functionality, and its many different programs. The public art program, design program, 

gardening program, family program, and history program all hold a variety of events 

that are open to the public.  Within the public art program, the assortment of visual, 

dance, audio, and film programming that takes place at the park demonstrates the High 

Line’s dedication to quality and diversity of public art.  5 

The Artworks 

At the time of this project, there were about seven individual works on the High 

Line, ranging in scope from a camouflaged storage unit to an intricate weaving of small 

birdhouses6. As the focus of my fieldwork, I selected the two works that I felt were the 

most interactive, because I felt that was the most important aspect of my project; Digital 

Empathy by Julianne Swartz and Haunt Room by Sue De Beer. I chose these works in 

order to investigate deeply the ways in which park visitors interact with art on the High 

Line. Digital Empathy is a multi-sited work, a set of eleven sound installations in water 

fountains, bathroom sinks, and elevators. In each location a small pink heart in a gray 

box marks the installation, and at some locations there is an explanatory plaque nearby. 

When initiated, by pushing a button for water or turning on a bathroom sink, a 

computer-generated voice speaks. In some locations the voice recites a poem or love 

song, at some it gives practical information about the park, and at some it expresses 

concern for the listeners well being. Each location has a different recording, with 

seemingly no relation between the choice of recording and it’s location along the park.  

                                                        
4 This is a continually developing issue, for more information about the progress of the 
project, visit http://www.thehighline.org/blog/2012/03/13/first-designs-for-the-high-
line-at-the-rail-yards 
5 http://www.thehighline.org/about/public-art/about-public-art 
6 Sarah Sze’s Still Life With Landscape (Model for a Habitat) 2011, discussed in greater detail 
in chapter three 
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The second artwork I focused on, Haunt Room, is much different from Digital 

Empathy. Haunt Room is a built structure that was installed in one of the covered 

sections of the High Line. These covered sections occur naturally, as the park winds it’s 

way under buildings that have been built over it, such as the famous Standard Hotel. 

The walls of Haunt Room are an opaque grey plastic, and the wooden planks holding it 

up are exposed. Entering the work, you find yourself in an enclosed hexagonal room of 

white panels and a white floor and ceiling. The structure is outfitted with speakers, 

which emit infrasound, sounds that are out of the range of human hearing. De Beer 

intends to create a sub-conscious feeling of being haunted through these sounds, based 

on scientific research known as the Goldsmiths experiments, which I will explain in 

further detail in chapter two.  

Both works are multi-sensory art pieces, involving visual, tactile, and auditory 

aspects, which influences their interactions with park visitors. Visitors physically enter 

Haunt Room and push the buttons that turn on Digital Empathy.  The opportunities for 

kinetic interaction far outnumber those of a portrait, photograph or painting. I believe 

that the High Line chose these pieces in order to foster an environment of interaction 

between visitors and artworks. Their emphasis on exhibiting works of this type 

demonstrates this interest.  I will pursue the impact of this focus on curating interactive 

works throughout my project. Both works will be discussed in further detail in chapter 

two.  

Art in Parks: The Case Study of the High Line  
 
I will engage with both academic and non-academic writings on the High Line as 

well as writing on public art in order to inform my discussion of how the environment 

and design of the park impacts park visitors’ interaction with it and the pieces of art 



  

Stampfer 10 

within it. The discourse about public art debates the purpose of public art and whether 

it is worthwhile. My study demonstrates that public art is a public amenity that not only 

adds aesthetic beauty to public places but also holds extra-aesthetic capacities such as 

encouraging deeper contemplation about our society and questioning the status quo.  

While public art and parks have been studied academically there remains a lack 

of study of park visitors and how art in parks meet their needs. My project will address 

that gap in the literature and present findings on art’s extra-aesthetic potential that will 

contribute to the continued discussion of art for the public good in urban public spaces.  

Most writings the public have access to are positive. This fact affects their 

perception of the park, and therefore informs their interactions with different art 

installations on the High Line. In this way my project will test the park’s influence on its 

visitors, document their interactions, add another academic perspective on this popular 

park, and contribute to the scholarly work on public art. 

Theory, Literature, and History 
 

The discourses on both public art and parks are central to my work, as my 

project looks at the intersection of public art in parks. My fieldwork at the High Line 

with Digital Empathy and Haunt Room illuminates the cross-disciplinary issues of both 

parks and public art. In order to better explicate the theory and literature relevant to 

my project, I have decided to separate my review here into two sections: the discipline 

of public art and the discipline of parks. 

Public Art 
The term public art is often questioned and ever evolving, and the discourse 

around this definition reflects how the term has transformed over time. Theory on its 

meaning is open to debate; the very words public art continue to be contested and re-

defined, which creates a rich resource of differing opinions with which to engage . 
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Definitions I have encountered range from art outdoors to the aesthetic arm of 

redevelopment7. In my project, I will define public art as, art in a public space that the 

general public can interact with. Art itself is more difficult to define, but for the purpose 

of my project I will define it as the product of creativity and skill. Public art is unique 

because many different people and professions are involved in creating a final product. 

It is not just the artists but also the urban planners, architects, government officials, and 

city citizens who contribute unique perspectives and competing priorities. This creates 

a wide discourse of collaboration with room for the continued exploration of theoretical 

questions.  

For the purposes of my project, I will discuss public art historically as beginning 

with the Works Progress Administration programs. These programs supported public 

art projects across the nation during the Great Depression, providing employment for 

many out-of-work artists and creating quality works of art in parks, schools, and 

hospitals. There are many other ways to begin this discussion, but I have chosen this 

moment in history because I identify it as a change in the general perception of art, and 

because the art that I am studying is primarily interactive, which contrasts with earlier 

works of public art. Prior to the Great Depression and the art projects sponsored by the 

WPA, celebratory memorials and statues overwhelmed public art. These works, while 

important to the history of art in our country, were focused on celebrating moments in 

the past, and communicating the importance of the memorialized citizen’s contribution 

to society. The primary function was honoring of the subject, and viewers interacted 

with the statue or memorial as part of a group. The interaction was collective, and 

reflected a communal experience or loss, as opposed to post-WPA works, which focused 
                                                        
7 Professor Rosalyn Deutsche, lecture for the class The Discourse of Public Art and Public 
Space, September 8th, 2011  
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on the individual interaction and interpretation. The meanings of these WPA works 

were also up to interpretation. There was flexibility in the WPA works that allowed for 

this individual experience of interacting with a work.  Most importantly though, the 

WPA was the first time the government made public art a priority, and supported it as a 

viable, important, community-building tool. Prior to this support, public art did not 

receive recognition for it’s extra-aesthetic qualities, one of my main focus points in this 

study. The WPA programs created jobs for artists, improving the economic condition for 

many.  The potential it had in bringing a community together became the focus for 

many artists in the WPA and beyond.  

In her guide for public artists, Public Art by the Book, Barbara Goldstein remarks, 

“Governments began to see art as a means of building community, and artists turned 

their thinking toward actually creating the public realm rather than simply placing their 

artworks in it” (2005:ix). Artists began to see the impact their works could make on 

communities, and the capacity for art to not only engage with citizens but also create 

opportunities for community development. The WPA made art an economically viable, 

important part of government budgets. Art was recognized for its extra-aesthetic 

contributions to society, such as community building.  This is an influential idea that 

continues to shape public art creations and commissions, and one I will engage with in 

my discussion of both Digital Empathy and Haunt Room. 

In the 1980s there was a surge of new public art, which went hand in hand with 

an increase in building developments in New York City. This was part of the city 

government acknowledging art’s positive impact on the general public; Mayor Koch is 

famous for saying, “once again, public art has become a priority.” This statement was 

made in the midst of the re-assignment of public art’s perception in the city 
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government’s eyes; it was now “art plus function.” It functioned as a beautifier of city 

streets, but also communicated a New York City that was competent, clean, and 

civilized.  Koch devoted government funds to support this ‘new public art,’ 

characterized by a focus on functionality and use value, (Deutsche, 1996: 64) uses such 

as community building and portraying the image of a well organized city. Artists 

collaborated with urban planners and architects, becoming fully aware of situating their 

art in space.  

My project adds to the diverse discourse of public art, continuing the study of 

what Miwon Kwon calls “art in the public interest” in her book One Place After Another: 

Site- Specific Art and Locational Identity (2004). The pieces I have chosen to study on the 

High Line, Digital Empathy and The Haunt Room, were created with public interaction as 

an essential component of each piece. I observed interactions with each piece, and 

surveyed park visitors to gauge each work’s effectiveness in meeting the needs of the 

public. By focusing on smaller scale fieldwork at the High Line, I was able to collect 

relevant data, which I then relate to larger themes in the discourse of public art.  

Within the wide field of public art, site-specific art is of special interest to me 

because all artworks on the High Line are site-specific to the park. The discourse about 

site-specific art is useful, as it is a relatively recent development and has its own 

historical evolution. Artist and author Miwon Kwon discusses three phases of site-

specific art, the first of which was 1960s “plop art,” in which artists placed pieces in 

public spaces without regard to their impact on a space. The second chronological phase 

Kwon calls “art that could be entered.” It focused on accessibility and emphasized 

functionality for those who encountered it. These works were more utilitarian, but 

began to consider the people who would be interacting with the piece instead of just 
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putting it into a space. The last phase is “art in the public interest,” which, as discussed 

above, by title alone indicates a step toward art for the people, taking into consideration 

their wants and needs. This meant that the audience was shaping the art through their 

own personal interaction with it, both literally and figuratively, in direct contrast with 

art made to shape people and develop sociable skills [Knight, 2008: 109]. This concept 

of art for the people remains a key element of public art today. While Kwon’s theories 

are not all encompassing, the works I have studied are consciously situated on the High 

Line, so Kwon’s theories of site-specific art and knowledge of its genealogy are 

instrumental in understanding the significance of their location to their potential for 

impact. Digital Empathy and Haunt Room are clearly site-specific, yet it is not simple to 

slot them into one of Kwon’s three categories.  

 Theory on public art’s extra-aesthetic potential also has its own history and 

great range of foci. One writer’s theory I engage with in chapter four is Krzysztof 

Wodiczko, who coined the term interrogative design. Wodiczko defined interrogative 

design as “design…when it takes a risk, explores, articulates, and responds to the 

questionable conditions of life in today’s world, and does so in a questioning manner” 

(1994: 16). His work The Homeless Projection is exemplary of this theory, as it 

aggressively asks those who interact with it to question the roots and causes of 

homelessness in New York City by projecting images of objects associated with 

homelessness onto the memorial statues in Union Square Park. The Homeless Projection 

will be discussed further in chapter four. While a close analysis of the works in question 

– Digital Empathy and Haunt Room – reveals that they are not fully aligned with this 

concept because they lack the same explicit intensity in their methodology and intent, I 
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make the point that Wodiszko’s theory is helpful in understanding the works’ extra-

aesthetic contribution to the public space of the High Line.  

Parks 

The discourse on parks is intrinsically linked to concepts about public art in that 

they are both considered public goods. Christine Boyer explains that in the late 19th 

century parks were created in response to the deteriorating quality of life in urban 

environments, “city improvers offered urban parks as normative institutions,” (1983: 

33) a green space with clean air. Officials saw parks as a relatively inexpensive way to 

create better conditions for the general public in which to educate and normalize their 

behavior. For example when Central Park was built it was lauded as a space where the 

working class could learn from observation of their betters how to properly behave 

themselves. The benefit of clean air and green space in the urban grid was also of great 

concern to officials and city citizens alike. In response to this line of thinking, parks 

sprang up all across the country, boasting a change to a healthier urban lifestyle.  

Parks are still being built today, though with less focus on their normalizing 

abilities. Parks are considered an important aspect of public health in the city, providing 

essential green space, improving air quality, and supplying outdoor exercise space. The 

High Line is a relatively new park, and therefore was not built as a place for personal 

betterment but as a new form of urban public space. The park, was built not out of 

necessity from a decaying urban system, but out of opportunity left over from that 

decay. While the park does still have the potential to function as a normalizing 

institution, this was not the conscious intent in building the High Line. It was built in 

order to take advantage of a rare opportunity, and add a new public amenity for the 

neighborhood. The High Line offers an alternate form of public space, due to its unique 
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history, design, and intent. This view of public space has largely influenced my 

perspective on the High Line and will be discussed in further detail in chapter three.  

The High Line Park has a high media profile, and has attracted attention at every 

point of its recent history, from its roots with Friends of the High Line, to the 

groundbreakings in 2009 and 2011. Much has been written on the park in academic 

journals, newspapers, and even tourist guidebooks, as it is now a staple of New York’s 

sites to see. Most authors tend to laud the park as an excellent example of a public-

private partnership because of the productive relationship between the city and the 

Friends of the High Line. Some write about it as an industrial ruin turned natural 

amenity, or a boost to the real-estate market surrounding it, much like Central Park 

before it. The trope is overwhelmingly positive; when one writer attempted a stance 

critical of the hype that surrounded the opening of the park, she too was converted by 

the park’s beauty, calling it a “mannered but heartfelt homage to the wild growth of the 

rail line’s period of abandonment” (Jacobs, 2009). Another writer describes the High 

Line as a “monument to the ruins of modernity” (Stevens, 2010), capitalizing on the 

park’s unique history as a functional part of New York’s industrial world falling into 

disuse and decay.  

The Author and The Project 
 

My conceptions about art and the public sphere have changed over the years, as 

I better understand the importance of public space to a functioning society. Personally I 

am in line with much of what Jane Jacobs posited in her book The Death and Life of Great 

American Cities (1961), and believe that public space provides a place for both the 

planned and chance interactions that make a city into the bustling metropolis of 

opportunity, chance, and change to happen.  
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In Portland, my hometown, Pioneer Courthouse Square is lovingly referred to as 

‘Portland’s living room.’ My relationship to that specific public space has changed as I 

have grown, and it is now a place I hold dear to my heart and still visit when I’m in 

town. The square is a place to hang out, where all of Portland’s unique residents come 

together for a variety of events or casual meet ups. At the square there is a statue called 

the Rain Man that locals and visitors interact with regularly, taking pictures with him or 

acknowledging his presence in other ways like waving to him or smiling at him. The 

Rain Man is a man in a suit, in mid-walk, looking outward, holding an umbrella. His 

expression is calm and peaceful, and his posture communicates a serene drive to move 

forward, despite the imaginary (or sometimes real) rain overhead. He is a favorite 

photo opportunity spot for all, as he typifies something Portlanders deal with regularly 

– the rain.  My first memorable interaction with public art was taking a picture with the 

Rain Man, huddling under his bronze umbrella. (Fig. 4) The fact that the Rain Man is a 

sculpture that I regularly interact with has influenced how I believe public art should 

create opportunities for interaction, whether a superficial photo pose or deeper 

contemplation about society.  
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Figure 4: The Author with the Rain Man, By Blake Luley 

In addition to my direct encounters with public art, my upbringing, education, 

experiences, and friends subconsciously shape my opinions of the world and art. I 

consider myself idealistic and hopeful. When I look at the world I see a lot of problems, 

but I also see many opportunities for improvement and change, and I adamantly believe 

that art can play an important role in bringing positive change to the world. I bring this 

up because this viewpoint is something I have made a conscious effort to be aware of 

when conducting my fieldwork, as it has potential to create bias. 



  

Stampfer 19 

Academically I have always been intrigued by the intersection of arts and the 

city. I have studied musicians on the subway and read about different public art 

installations in urban spaces for previous courses. Through my work with these 

projects I have encountered again and again the variety of ways that art can lift up city 

residents and inspire them to greatness8. In my project I have interacted with High Line 

park visitors, artists, park staff and volunteers. In asking them about their opinions on 

art installations or their reasoning behind placement and commissioning decisions it 

has been essential for me to be aware that my conception of public art as a public good 

stems from positive experiences I’ve had both personally and academically. I view 

public art as a public amenity, one with great use value and potential to foster positive 

public interactions with the space and other park visitors.  

Methods 

In order to address my questions about visitor interactions with public art in 

parks, I developed methodology appropriate to my field site, the High Line.  I observed 

park visitors interacting with each piece of art, I myself interacted with the art works 

often, as part of participant observation, I conducted surveys in order to gather data 

from a wide variety of park visitors, I conducted interviews with artists, and High Line 

art staff, and read texts relevant to public art, parks, the High Line, and the artists’ other 

work. I have included a sample of the survey I passed out in the appendix (A-1). I have 

included the results of the survey in the appendix as well (A-2, A-3). 

When at my field site, I made a special emphasis on observing at the eleven 

different locations of Digital Empathy, as the High Line stretches through three diverse 

                                                        
8 One of my favorite examples is of the mural program in Philadelphia, MuralArts. The 
attention to community involvement in conceptualizing and actualizing each project is 
essential to the program’s continued success. 
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neighborhoods on the West side of Manhattan; the Meatpacking District, West Chelsea, 

and Hell’s Kitchen/Clinton, and therefore attracts divergent locals and tourists. The bulk 

of my observation period was in the fall of 2011. Each visit I made to the site, about 

every week for a total of 11 weeks, lasted from 1 to 4 hours, depending on weather and 

my availability. I also was cognizant of the life of a public park – different crowds come 

on the weekends as opposed to the weekdays, or the morning as compared to the 

afternoon. I varied my visiting time to account for this, in order to obtain results that 

would represent as many visitors as possible. 

My surveys, were carefully phrased, with the help of Bradburn, Sudman and 

Wansink’s Asking Questions, the Definitive Guide to Questionnaire Design – For Market 

Research, Political Polls, and Social and Health Questionnaires, Revised Edition (2004). 

First, I consulted my field notes with observations of how park visitors interacted with 

the art works, and then I crafted questions based on the outstanding queries that 

remained. My questions on the surveys were influenced by an interest in the park 

visitor’s impressions of the artwork and their opinions of its location on the High Line. 

In order to maintain confidentiality, I did not ask for names and made sure each person 

taking it knew that they did not have to answer any question they did not feel 

comfortable answering. My method for approaching people was to watch and wait until 

it looked as though they had finished interacting with the piece, whether that was 

leaving the Haunt Room or finishing a drink from a Digital Empathy water fountain. 

Then I approached them and asked a variation of this “Excuse me, would you mind 

taking a quick survey on Haunt Room, it’s for a college class project.” I noted in my field 

notes from November 8th that,  
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Most people were happy to take the 30 seconds to a couple minutes to fill it out, 
and some asked follow up questions like “what class is this for” “are you an artist 
as well?” “What’s your project on?” which I was happy to engage with.  
 

At the end of that sunny weekday afternoon I had completed 14 surveys on Digital 

Empathy and 18 for Haunt Room. Reading through each survey gave me a sense of each 

individuals perspective, and then I created a spreadsheet of the answers I received, and 

analyzed the results for patterns by isolating one answer and then another.  

 I also conducted several interviews. The artist Julianne Swart and I 

corresponded about her work Digital Empathy through email. I spoke with Jordan 

Benke, the High Line Arts Production Manager about the commission process as well as 

the park’s perception of the importance of public art on the High Line. I also spoke 

informally with one park ranger and about 20 park visitors.  

The Chapters Ahead 

The following chapters address my project as follows.  Chapter two focuses on 

the two artworks, Digital Empathy and for Haunt Room in depth, analyzing their impact 

on park visitors and the space of the High Line using field notes and surveys. Chapter 

three analyzes the role of the High Line as a new form of public space, and the impact 

that has on the public art it displays and vice-versa. Chapter four takes a larger view of 

public art in public space, the public sphere, and its role in encouraging democratic 

discourse. Chapter five will tie these separate pieces together, with the artworks as the 

common thread, and emphasize public art as a public amenity. My purpose in framing 

the project this way is to start small and work up to larger subjects, all the while 

maintaining my focus on public art on the High Line as a case study for the relevance 

and importance of public art and public space as public amenities.   
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Figure 5: Looking South from 18th St Stairway, By Aviva Stampfer  

 
Chapter 2 

Interactions with Art: Digital Empathy and Haunt Room 
 

The potential of public art to do more than just bring beauty to a public space 

starts with a singular interaction between the artwork and the person who experiences 

it. This moment, while fleeting, is nonetheless essential to understanding the artwork’s 

impact and greater use for the urban world. The individual interaction is what defines 

the success or failure of a work of art. In order to study interactions on the High Line 

between park visitors and two works, Digital Empathy and Haunt Room, I will begin 

with an examination of the artists’ previous works and their goals for these works.  

These two pieces created by Julianne Swartz and Sue de Beer, respectively, are different 

in style, form, and method, though both inhabit the same public space of the High Line 

and both are highly interactive pieces. I have found that while both encourage 

interaction, each is of a different nature, and that Digital Empathy was more successful 
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in communicating more of Swartz’s intended message than De Beer was with Haunt 

Room. In reality, Haunt Room’s highly esoteric intentions were lost on many park 

visitors who happened upon the structure. The intent and formulation of Digital 

Empathy allowed for more flexibility in interpretation, and therefore more success 

overall. A close examination of these two works will allow me to further extrapolate the 

High Line’s reasons and motivations for commissioning specific works of art, how 

visitors interactions with these works are essential to their function, and the nature of 

urban public art and its extra-aesthetic functions in the following chapters.  

The Artwork: Digital Empathy 
 

Digital Empathy is a set of eleven sound installations located in eleven different 

locations along the High Line. The work has been installed in water fountains, bathroom 

sinks, and elevators (Fig. 6). While the location is varied within the park, it is important 

to note that most installations are located at entry points of the park, in elevators and at 

the tops of stairs. In each site a small pink heart in a gray box marks the installation (Fig. 

7), and at some locations there is an explanatory plaque nearby. By pushing the button 

for water, turning on the bathroom sink, or getting into the elevator, the artwork is 

initiated and an unexpected computer generated voice speaks. In some locations the 

voice recites a poem or love song, at some it gives practical information about the park, 

and at some it expresses concern for the listeners’ well being. One example is the 

recording near the Gansevoort Street entrance to the High Line, which recites the well-

known poem from 1850 by Elizabeth Barrett Browning, How Do I Love Thee? (Sonnet 

43): 

How do I love thee? Let me count the ways. 
I love thee to the depth and breadth and height  
My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight  
For the ends of being and ideal grace.  
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I love thee to the level of every day's  
Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light.  
I love thee freely, as men strive for right.  
I love thee purely, as they turn from praise.  
I love thee with the passion put to use 
In my old griefs, and with my childhood's faith.  
I love thee with a love I seemed to lose  
With my lost saints. I love thee with the breath,  
Smiles, tears, of all my life; and, if God choose,  
I shall but love thee better after death.9 
 

Another installation in one of the elevators is a recording of the song I Only Want to be 

with You by Dusty Springfield, below is the first stanza. 

I don't know what it is 
That makes me love you so 
I only know I never wanna let you go 
'Cos you started something 
Oh, can't you see 
That ever since we met 
You've had a hold on me 
It happens to be true 
I only want to be with you10 
 

 This recording was made with two different voices, both monotone and digitized but 

one male and one female, speak-singing back and forth. Other recordings are not poems 

or songs, and rather more like public service announcements, one declaring, “Hi, I can 

give you my complete assurance that you are safe here… YOU ARE SAFE HERE!” And 

another explaining the high quality drinking water in the water fountains.   

Below is a map of the different locations along the High Line, provided by the High 

Line’s website, www.thehighline.org. I’ve also included a key to show which location is 

an elevator, bathroom sink, or water fountain. 

 

                                                        
9 http://www.poets.org/viewmedia.php/prmMID/15384 
10 http://www.lyricstime.com/dusty-springfield-i-only-want-to-be-with-you-lyrics.html 

http://www.thehighline.org/
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Elevator location 

 

Bathroom sink location 

 

Water fountain location 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Map of locations of Digital Empathy within the park 
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Figure 7: Photo of one of the Digital Empathy water fountains, By Aviva Stampfer 

 
Digital Empathy was installed as part of the opening of the newest section of the 

High Line, from 20th street to 30th street this past July, 2011. While opened in 

conjunction with the second section of the park, the artwork reaches down to the very 

bottom of the park at Gansevoort Street, into the first section of the park that was 

opened to the public. The aesthetic of the pink heart signage (Fig.7) that accompanies 

each location of the installation mimics street signs, and because of this resemblance, 

the piece remains playful while maintaining a primarily utilitarian function, indicating 

where to find each part of the installation. 
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Artist Intentions 
 

Context 

Julianne Swartz, the creator of Digital Empathy, is a well-known artist based in New 

York City who tends to focus on sound and light as her mediums, but has also worked 

with photography. Through my research and evaluation of her other pieces I have 

concluded that they usually include some form of interaction and are also usually site 

specific. One example is the work Terrain, an installation in the entryway of the 

Indianapolis Museum of Art, which she described on her website, 

12- channels of sound move through 208 speakers in orchestrated movements 
to make a landscape of gentle sound. The sound pans through 12 zones 
dispersed through the 3000 square foot room, evoking a gust of wind moving 
through the space. The soundtracks were created from recordings of 38 
volunteers, breathing, whispering and humming.11 
 

 In a video interview about Terrain on the website Art Babble, she described her 

process, “I generally start out with an overriding concept, like an overriding atmosphere 

or idea of how I want a space to feel, and then I’ll just set about trying to make that 

happen.12” While that concept of feeling of the space might not always be translated 

perfectly to the viewer, Swartz’s work does have the capacity to re-create space in her 

own way. The concept of creating feeling in a space is also connects to Sue de Beer’s 

piece Haunt Room, which attempts to create a haunted feeling in an enclosed space.  

When describing her interests further, Swartz explains, “I’m interested in art 

outside of a gallery context, in some ways where art and social practice meet.” This 

fascination can be seen clearly in her work, as many pieces are aimed at creating 

opportunities for random interactions, such as the piece titled Can You Hear Me? 

installed at the Sunshine Hotel in Lower Manhattan. For this work Swartz installed a 

                                                        
11 http://www.julianneswartz.com/work_archive/terrain/terrain.html 
12 http://www.artbabble.org/video/ima/julianne-swartz-terrain-trailer 
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PVC tube that went from the lobby of the hotel down to the street, through which 

perfect strangers could share a conversation.  

Swartz’s mission to bring together art and life can be seen throughout much of 

her work, including Digital Empathy. In a review of her 2004 installation Somewhere 

Harmony, another sound piece in the Whitney Museum of American Art, Lewis Biggs 

mused, “Julianne Swartz’s work requires participation from other people. It is about the 

magic and intimacy of ‘getting connected’.” He continued, “…its legacy is that through 

disorientation we acquire the potential for re-orientation within a different 

understanding of our social and structural environment.” This emphasis on interaction 

with art pieces exemplifies Swartz’s dedication to making art that is not only accessible 

to the public, but art that contributes to the greater awareness of those who encounter 

it through this re-orientation. Swartz ‘disorients’ in order to prompt ‘re-orientation’ and 

deeper understanding of the systems that control our social world. She does not simply 

create art for enjoyment, she also asks something of her viewers, participation and 

connection. 

Swartz has explained that she likes to “use sound in a spatial way,” creating her 

vision of a space through sound installations.  Writing on her work Terrain for the 

Indianapolis Museum of Art, Yulia Tikhonova remarked, “Swartz’s works often 

functions in a liminal field between the perceptible and the evanescent. She transforms 

the tonal into the visual, the unremarkable into the magical.” Working with sound-

scapes in public places is difficult, but Swartz manages continually to create the 

environment she envisions, and revolutionize space for those who encounter it, just as 

she has attempted to transform the High Line through Digital Empathy. This continued 

use of the word magic when discussing her work indicates a specific quality of Swartz’s 
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methods, one that is difficult to fully comprehend. We use the word magic when 

confronted with an experience beyond our routine conventions and explanations. The 

use of this word to describe her works is a testament to her ability to produce work that 

has profound effects on those who interact with it. It also indicates that the objects that 

she produces tend to hold magical qualities, regardless of our ability to clearly define 

their finite impact on us.  

Goals 
 

In video interviews, personal communication and on the explanatory plaque 

near most locations of Digital Empathy, Swartz describes her intentions. Her specific 

goals with Digital Empathy are twofold. The first is to bring attention to society’s 

reliance on digital technology for real human connections. Without judging that 

reliance, Swartz merely brings it to the visitor’s attention subtly, allowing the visitor to 

interpret this analysis for him or herself, and even extend the analysis to further 

dependencies in their life. The second goal is to draw further attention to the digitalized 

voices that communicate essential information in public places, like a subway recording 

telling you to mind your step, as there is a gap between the platform and train. The 

placard placed next to one location of the work explains, 

The artist seeks to playfully question our culture’s increasing reliance on 
platforms like social networking, email, and the Internet to meet our human 
need to connect with one another. At the same time, she makes reference to the 
omnipresent and ubiquitous voices that convey information through electronic 
devices and the media. 
 

The two goals are reflected in the disruptive method of addressing the park visitor. An 

unsuspecting visitor interacts with the piece unknowingly at first, and their drink of 

water or elevator ride is disrupted by an unexpected voice. The literal level is the 

message of care, the voice telling the visitor that “you are safe here.” Secondary is the 
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message that lies in the choice of the computerized voices. The expression of concern is 

a monotone digitized voice, contrasting cold tonality with the warm message contents. 

This contrast exemplifies our reliance on digital technology for support, both emotional 

and informational.  

Visitor Interactions 

One of my main research questions was to measure the success of the artists in 

communicating their message to those who encounter it. While the intentions and 

background of each artist are essential to understanding how the work can be 

interpreted, it is the actual interactions that inform my study.  The discussion of these 

interactions that follow is largely based on surveys I conducted, first-hand observation, 

and casual conversation with park visitors. Visitors encounter each work differently. 

With Digital Empathy, the element of surprise in hearing the digitized voice coming 

from water fountains and bathroom sinks is essential to the type of reaction and 

interaction that followed. The locations for the work were thoughtfully installed in 

areas conducive to small gatherings or intimate listening.  

Visitors’ first impressions were overwhelmingly those of surprise. I encountered 

an extremely high proportion of visitors who either self-expressed surprise in answers 

to survey questions, or who displayed surprised body language in response to the 

unexpected digital sound. The voice, though varied through the eleven different 

locations in gender13 and content, was easily identified as ‘digitized’ by many visitors, 

and ‘high pitched’ by many others. One visitor remarked on a survey that what stood 

out to him about the voice was “the odd context it is found in.” Though this reference to 

context could have been to the High Line or the water fountain, his astute observation 
                                                        
13 A closer analysis of the messages and their gender and distribution throughout the park 
is of interest to me, yet not fully relevant in the context of this study. 
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plays into Swartz’s emphasis on the disconnect between the electronic method in which 

we receive information and the warm content of that same message.  

Interpretations of the work’s message varied greatly. One visitor explained that 

it might be, “Slowing down in life & paying attention to the little things.” Others had no 

idea of what the artist might be attempting to communicate. The fact that many did not 

interpret a clear message from the piece does not necessarily indicate failure on the 

part of the artist. In fact, as Swartz has mentioned in a video interview about Digital 

Empathy, she “hoped it would catch visitors off guard a little bit, I want to create an 

experience that take the viewer off-guard a little bit, and interrupts the daily routine.”14 

In that specific aspect of her goal we can declare Swartz successful; through her 

carefully selected methods Digital Empathy clearly interrupts a visit to the park, and 

creates a moment of pause for most park visitors who I spoke with.  

When asked on surveys about whether the location of the artwork on the High 

Line impacted their interaction with it, the overwhelming response of participants, at 

50%, was yes. In discussions about the High Line in general the responses were also 

significantly positive. One respondent exclaimed, “It is a nice place to enjoy the senses of 

sensibilities.” This musing connects to the site-specificity of Swartz’s work, in that the 

High Line is the right location for creating a work that has potential to prompt 

thoughtful discussion of our reliance on technology. As a park, it is a place many 

residents and city visitors chose to enjoy leisurely, and walk slower than a typical New 

York pace. The park’s serene design and view of both the Hudson River and the city 

streets encourages visitors to relax and make time for contemplation, something many 

park visitors I spoke with validated. Others chose to continue their thoughts on the High 

                                                        
14 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pjfn7Db714g 
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Line when asked if there was anything else they wanted to add on the survey. “Highline 

is fantastic...not sure what Digital voice adds to that...it does make you stop for a 

moment and contemplate the purpose.” This visitor emphasizes that while the message 

of the work might not be clear, at the very least this is a work that forces the visitor to 

pause their train of thought and walk along the park to ‘contemplate the purpose’ of the 

work’s location on the High Line.  This indicates the potential for positive impact of the 

High Line on both its visitors and greater attention to the artwork placed on it.  

The Artwork: Haunt Room 
 

I will now move on to the second piece on the High Line that I have selected for 

this project. Haunt Room was an artwork by Sue de Beer that was positioned along the 

pathway of the High Line at the 14th street covered passage (Fig. 9). It was temporarily 

exhibited on the High Line from October 28th to December 4th.  Haunt Room was a 

primarily plywood and glass construction measuring 15 x 15 x 9 feet and set up to 

reference the Seagram building, according to the accompanying text on the placard by 

the artist (Fig. 8). The ordinary visitor might not catch the reference immediately, but 

the placard explains this connection. The translucent grey glass panes were made to be 

eerily reminiscent of the windows of the famous office building in Manhattan.  
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Figure 8: Photo of placard next to Haunt Room, By Aviva Stampfer 
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Figure 9: An image of the Haunt Room from the park pathway. By Austin Kennedy, for Friends of the High 
Line 

Once inside, the visitor walks into a 14-sided white paneled room designed to look like 

the Beatles Abbey Road recording studio and the location of the Greenberg 

experiments, also explained on the accompanying placard (Fig.8). Inaudible sounds 

known as infrasound emanate from speakers installed just inside the glass. These 

sounds are intended to create the feeling of being haunted.  

 This work is based on a study done at Goldsmiths College in London by Usman 

Haque et al. titled The “Haunt” Project: An attempt to build a “haunted” room by 

manipulating complex electromagnetic fields and infrasound. The study set up a white, 

paneled room with a physical design much like de Beer’s Haunt Room, and proceeded 

with a double blind study in order to asses infrasound, and its ability to create a 

haunted feeling in those who experience it. They define infrasound as, “sounds of such 
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low frequency that they are outside the audible range for human beings” (2009:7). They 

also carried out surveys before and after the experience, in order to assess participants’ 

predispositions, especially their likelihood to feel haunted. This aspect of the study 

proved to be extremely important; they found that “the effects of context and belief in 

ghosts (and the paranormal in general) all play a part in determining whether or not a 

particular location will be perceived as being haunted (and by whom)” (2009:3). Their 

experiment recorded that infrasound did not actually influence a persons’ sense of 

being haunted, and that the power of suggestion played a much larger role in measuring 

haunted-ness.  

Our results are consistent with the notion that suggestible participants 
responded to the general context of our experimental set-up in such a way that 
they experienced and reported more anomalous sensations than less suggestible 
participants. (2009:18) 

 

This essentially indicated a failure of infrasound to create haunted feelings in those who 

experience it.  

 This study and its findings are useful in analyzing de Beer’s Haunt Room. De Beer 

knew the results of the study yet still attempted to re-produce a similarly designed 

room with infrasound to manipulate haunted feelings. While not a complete copy of the 

study, it’s goals and designs were similar. Also similar was the warning of participants 

that they might feel haunted. In the case of the Haunt Room, it was the plaque next to 

the work that warned that potential side effects might include “changes in blood 

pressure, heart rate, and breathing rate…induce feelings of drowsiness, extreme sorrow, 

pressure in the ears, loss of concentration, and disorientation.” (Fig. 8) The impact of 

this warning on the success of a participant feeling haunted was not something I was 
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able to record. Unfortunately so, for I believe that having that data could greatly 

contribute to our understanding of both the set-up and the success of the work.  

 

Figure 10: Close-up photograph looking inside the Haunt Room, By Aviva Stampfer 

Artist’s Intentions 
  

Context 
 

Sue de Beer and Julianne Swartz are similarly mid-career artists based out of 

New York, and both were approached by the High Line to create a site-specific work. 

Their styles and backgrounds however, distinguish them as different artists with their 

own unique perspectives. Sue de Beer began her work primarily using video, creating 

films that haunt with the familiar of the uncanny, though she has also worked in 
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sculpture. De Beer, who received her MFA from Columbia University in 1998, now 

teaches at New York University Steinhart, the School of Culture, Education, and Human 

Development. In the University faculty biography section of their website she is 

described as, “an artist who uses video, installation, photography and sculpture to 

explore the connections between memory, history and architecture.”15 Her work has 

been exhibited across the continental United States, to much acclaim. The New York 

Times Style Magazine describes how her art has evolved; “de Beer’s practice first took 

root through domestically appointed video installations that channeled deep, dark, 

suburban, subcultural angst. She has steadily drifted toward explorations of the 

paranormal.” This quote on de Beer’s artistic development is most likely referencing de 

Beer’s Black Sun, a sinister film about how adolescence compares with adulthood made 

in 2004-5. This film explored a girl’s journey through adolescence using three main 

scenes of developmental significance. The “suburban, subcultural angst” is explored 

through these scenes of an adolescence sheltered in suburbia yet relatable to all.  In an 

article on Black Sun in Artforum Jeffrey Kastner wrote, 

While it contains the exploration of adolescent desire and frustration that's 
earned de Beer a reputation as the preeminent auteur of teen angst, the new 
work also suggests an artist who is herself maturing, moving away from the 
often melodramatic physical abjection of her earlier works into a more nuanced 
investigation of psychological alienation. (2005) 
 

This apparent maturation from physical issues of adolescence to ‘psychological 

alienation’ brings us to de Beer’s current body of work. Her focus is now on creating 

work that challenges the human subject psychologically and refers to the paranormal. A 

more recent article on de Beer in This Week in New York described her work, “Sue de 

Beer creates multimedia sculptural installations that delve deep into the human psyche 

                                                        
15 http://steinhardt.nyu.edu/faculty_bios/view/Sue_de_Beer 
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using dreamlike imagery.”16 This emphasis on the paranormal and dreams can be seen 

throughout much of her current work, and especially in Haunt Room. The Village Voice 

blog described Haunt Room, 

Known for video installations… de Beer is doing something simpler here, more 
direct. She's pumping recordings of wind, thunder, and electronica through 
special speakers that envelop you with infrasound—low-frequency pitches 
below the human ear's range but powerful enough to disturb the senses. 

 
 This work then is a natural progression for de Beer in her artistic expression and 

interests, clarifying them for a different venue and wider audience. 

 Goals 

The accompanying text on the placards placed near the structure’s two 

entrances and visible to each visitor both prior to entering and after exiting read, 

Audio tones at very low frequencies are inaudible to humans, yet they are cited 
as the cause of strange sensations people feel in spaces thought to be haunted—
a sense of presence, a dizzy feeling, an inexplicable smell. (Fig. 8) 
 

This is the intent of the work, and indeed visitors sometimes remarked both on their 

surveys and in conversation with me on sensing some sort of presence. I myself felt 

dizzy, seemingly inexplicably. The artist, Sue de Beer, aimed to create this haunted 

feeling, inspired by the Greenberg experiments which studied how sound could create 

these feelings. The Village Voice’s review of the work commented, “Without 

representational or conceptual guidance—except, perhaps, for the warnings posted 

outside—the art here is pure sensation, literally touching (and likely unnerving) your 

core.” Constructed just in time for Halloween, de Beer has created a different kind of 

haunted house, one that has potential to shake listeners emotionally without dramatic 

staging.  

                                                        
16 http://twi-ny.com/blog/2011/10/31/sue-de-beer-haunt-room/ 
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The timing of the installation of the piece right before Halloween is no 

coincidence.  De Beer took advantage of the seasonal holiday, and wanted to create a 

haunted feeling in those who experience it. Quoted in the New York Times Magazine, de 

Beer explains,  

This is a New York ‘haunted house.’ New York City architecture doesn’t have 
gabled roofs or spooky parlors. It has office buildings, apartment buildings. And 
the only empty buildings here are either condemned or in the financial district.17 
(Mcgarry, 2011) 
 

Noticing the lack of traditionally creepy space in the city (she disregards dark tunnels 

and alleyways as not creepy for her purposes), the artist decided to create her own. 

Though different from façades of typical haunted houses, it seems she knew New 

Yorkers needed something more esoteric yet familiarly haunting, and so turned to the 

Goldsmiths experiments about how sound can be manipulated, in combination with 

specific architectural configurations, to prompt emotional reactions. De Beer also 

referred to Brion Gysin’s work ‘Dream Machine,’ (Fig. 11) on the High Line’s website 

about Haunt Room; 

In my last several years of work I have become interested in the 
psychological/optical response of the human body to physiological 'prompts' – 
things like Brion Gysin’s ‘Dream Machine,’ or the way hypnosis can produce 
visions. I also find it fascinating the way that specific architecture can prompt 
memory, or nostalgia, remind one of lost time or time passing.18 
 

The ‘Dream Machine’ de Beer references is a cylindrical structure with slits placed on a 

record table and a hanging light bulb in the center. The machine is experienced with 

closed eyes, as the light creates a pattern across your eyelids. The result is similar to de 

Beer’s intention with Haunt Room, in creating a potentially emotional experience. De 

                                                        
17 http://tmagazine.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/10/31/creep-show-sue-de-beers-haunt-
room/ 
18 http://thehighline.org/about/public-art/sue-de-beer 
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Beer’s specific interpretation in using architecture to induce feelings of loss brings to 

the High Line the opportunity for manufactured haunting. 

 

Figure 11: A picture of a Dream Machine, not spinning, lit internally, room lights off, no flash. Taken and 
made Public Domain by Steve Burnett 

Visitor Interactions 
 

As with Digital Empathy, it is the actual interactions with visitors that inform on 

the success of the artist in communicating her message. Also like Digital Empathy, the 

discussion of these interactions that follow is largely based on surveys I conducted, 

first-hand observation, and casual conversation with park visitors. In contrast with 

Digital Empathy, Haunt Room is encountered by walking along the 14th street passage of 

the High Line; additionally there is only one installation as opposed to Digital Empathy’s 
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eleven sites. The structure is curious visually, and contrasts with its surroundings. I 

observed and visitors recorded on surveys that curiosity brought them closer, and then 

into the structure for further inspection. 

Haunt Room, a completely different format of art on the High Line than Digital 

Empathy, naturally elicited different reactions from visitors who interacted with it. At 

least two visitors noted that they thought it was a bathroom at first, and chose to go 

closer for further inspection to investigate that idea. Once they went inside, many were 

more confused than deeply affected by the experience. When asked what stood out to 

them about the experience, visitors used words like haunted, nice, weird, white, 

booming sound, and strange. The sound itself was odd to me, as I had thought that 

infrasound was below the range of human hearing. Yet in the Goldsmiths study, it 

mentioned that, “At high intensities, one can actually feel infrasound even though it 

cannot be heard” (2009: 11). One respondent commented thoughtfully that what stood 

out was, “the light room in contrast to darkness, which usually associated w/’haunted’.” 

This uncommon type of haunting that the visitor noticed, in a light space instead of a 

pitch-black room, is actually closer to the idea that de Beer aimed to communicate, as 

discussed above. De Beer is attempting to create a familiar haunted feeling in an 

unfamiliar context. In contrast to this introspective perception of the work, one visitor 

was adamant that “nothing” stood out, she felt “nothing,” and that the artwork added 

“nothing” to her experience of walking along the High Line. These varied responses 

explain well the difficulty in communicating a message effectively to an audience, yet it 

is important to note that even if the artist’s message was not communicated perfectly, 

most park visitors were still able to enjoy their experience interacting with it.  
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 When responding directly to the question about what message the artist was 

trying to convey, two respondents used the word fear in their answers. They explained 

that the artist might have been trying to instill a sense of fear in those who experienced 

her work. While this is also more in line with her concept of creating a haunting 

experience, one visitor commented that, “experience can be more than only 

consciousness,” a thought that ties into how infrasound can create feelings on the 

unconscious level. Visitors might feel fear or sense some kind of unnatural presence 

without understanding where exactly that familiar feeling is coming from.   

One interesting aspect of this interaction is the fact that I neglected to note on 

each survey whether each respondent had read the warning sign before entering the 

piece. A sign that warns of haunting holds heavy implications for any actual instances in 

haunted feeling, and the predictable suspicion that the feeling was created by the sign 

and not the infrasound. This connects directly with the results of the Goldsmiths 

experiment, that susceptibility to feeling haunted was a much stronger predictor of 

feeling haunted than any actual influence of infrasound. Regardless of this, visitors’ 

actual haunted feelings varied widely. One respondent answered the question on the 

artist’s message that, “That feelings are only chemical reactions in our brain, and can be 

created synthetically.” This comment taps into the mechanism behind the work, and 

digs into why a synthetic sound can create a familiar feeling of being haunted one might 

otherwise experience in a haunted house.  Another participant remarked that de Beer’s 

message could be, “how are supernatural sounds and feelings different to our 

experience and psyche when we know its controlled/ man made.” This comment also 

connects to the mechanism of the work, and how feelings might differ when they are 

manually constructed. 
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Digital Empathy and Haunt Room 

 Unlike the overwhelming response that Digital Empathy was influenced by its 

location on the High Line (72%), responses to the same question about Haunt Room 

were split into those who were sure it was (44%), some who thought it didn’t at all 

(33%), and the rest that were not convinced one way or the other (22%). Digital 

Empathy is an installation with a longer time on the High Line and has been more 

integrated into the physical design of the park itself. I would consider this to be one of 

the main reasons that the relationship between the park and the artwork is not as clear 

for Haunt Room as it was for Digital Empathy. Alternatively, the difference in meaning 

and message could play a part in determining the influence of the park. Digital Empathy 

is playful and encourages positive interaction and contemplation. In contrast Haunt 

Room’s goal is to produce negative, haunted feelings in those who interact with it. Haunt 

Room is also more esoteric, and more difficult to understand at first glimpse. While 

Digital Empathy also has many layers of meaning, it has the capacity to be understood 

more readily and with less effort. When considering these works together, it is 

interesting to note this strong distinction between the messages of Digital Empathy and 

Haunt Room. While they both are interactive, they ask different things of a park visitor. 

Digital Empathy interrupts daily activities gently, allowing visitors to spend as much or 

little time interacting with the installation. In contrast, Haunt Room takes park visitors 

out of the High Line’s atmosphere and transports them somewhat into a unique, 

disconnected space. Visitors chose to interact with it, actively entering it instead of 

being presented with an unexpected voice as in Digital Empathy.  It is interesting to 

consider the likely possibility that a visitor might enter the Haunt Room, and then use 

the restroom or elevator, encountering Digital Empathy. While this intersection of the 
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two works was not something I focused on in fieldwork, it is likely to have influenced 

my results without my knowledge. Overall, both works encourage interaction, but the 

difference in the nature of the interaction also impacts the success of each piece in 

communicating its message. Haunt Room’s more difficult to comprehend intentions 

were lost on most park visitors, while Digital Empathy’s more flexible nature allowed 

for greater personal interpretation and therefore more successful interactions.  

 These artworks, while selected for a variety of reasons including their exhibition 

time and propensity towards documentable interaction with park visitors, represent 

just a fraction of the public art program run by the High Line. In the following chapter, I 

will investigate the public art program in more detail, including how they select and 

curate works, as well as the significance of the park as a new form of public space and 

how that impacts its public art program.  
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Figure 12: Rail ties, By Aviva Stampfer  

 
Chapter 3 

Transformation and Integration: Public Space and  

The Public Art Program on the High Line 

“The park is attempting to engage with people in all different areas, and the art is one 

way of engaging.” – Jordan Benke, High Line Art Production Manager 

 

The experience of walking along the High Line is filled with delight. Each square 

inch has been designed to rest on the perfect balance between wild and tame; the rail 

ties poke out among native plants, and benches, called “peel-ups”19 seem to sprout 

organically from the path. The former industrial railroad feels fresh and clean, without 

any undesirable traces of grease or grime left behind, yet the romance of the historical 

                                                        
19 http://www.thehighline.org/blog/2009/02/11/photo-of-the-week-peel-up-bench-
installed 
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era of its use and its significance for New York City is imbued in the careful design of the 

park.  

There are innumerable ways in which the High Line is set apart from other 

parks. Its unique history, location in Manhattan, recent conception, and highly 

anticipated design are all parts of the puzzle of what makes the High Line different. In 

this chapter, I aim to investigate the park as a new public space, how the site of the park 

influences the art including the discussion of site-specificity, as well as how the park 

staff employs art to reach their goals. I argue that the High Line constitutes a new form 

of public space, though it does not take full advantage of this in it’s programming, and is 

not able to ensure full accessibility to all New Yorkers. Regardless of this, it is able to 

capitalize somewhat on its unique qualities and encourage more diverse and integrated 

site-specific artwork that fosters interaction among park residents. Through my 

investigation of the public art program, I will demonstrate that park staff understands 

the capacity of public art to build community and uses this function in order to attract 

repeat visitors, encourage interaction with art for non-museum going visitors, and 

support artists.  

Public Space and the High Line 

To begin my discussion of the High Line as a new public space, I will start by 

explaining public space theories. Public space is an oft-contested term, discussed in a 

wide range of fields, and with a myriad of impacts on many aspects of society. While the 

term is seemingly straightforward and some might define it as space outside of the 

private, its meaning and significance reach far beyond this apparent simplicity. While 

public space can be both urban and rural, I will be focusing my study on urban public 

space specifically. For the purposes of this discussion, I will define public space as space 
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beyond the private that is continually defined and created through a myriad of uses and 

representations. In chapter four I will relate these concepts to theories about the public 

sphere and democracy. 

Understanding Public Space  

There are two main competing definitions of public space. In his investigation of 

the People’s Park in Berkley, a contested space for decades, Don Mitchell explains these 

two contrasting ideals; “People's Park was working as it should: as truly a public space. 

It was a political space that encouraged unmediated interaction, a place where the 

power of the state could be held at bay” (1995:110). The struggle at People’s Park was 

one between the university and the community, in which the community wanted to 

maintain control over a space, but the university decreed with the help of the city that it 

was not being used appropriately and therefore seized control by force. Mitchell 

explains how the university defined public space: “Public space thus constituted a 

controlled and orderly retreat where a properly behaved public might experience the 

spectacle of the city” (1995:115). This more conservative approach is more in line with 

perspectives on parks from years ago, when parks were spaces for the lower class to 

learn from the upper classes. Mitchell also acknowledges that “these visions, of course, 

are not unique to Berkeley; they are in fact the predominant ways of seeing public space 

in contemporary cities” (115). This dichotomy of public space’s definition speaks to the 

perceived use value of a public space and how its use is determined. My understanding 

of public space’s definition is in line with Mitchell’s definition, as a place that 

encourages all types of interactions. I believe that the High Line as a space has the 

potential to function in this truly public and democratic way, encouraging all types of 

interactions. 
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 Fred Siegel is one thinker who ascribes to the more conservative perspective on 

public space. In his article Reclaiming Our Public Spaces he frames public space as “both 

the glory and the shame of New York” (1992:35), claiming that his view of public space 

as a space of controlled and proper behavior is being inhibited by the street activity of 

the homeless and the impropriety of others. In the title alone Siegel exhibits his 

opinions on public space as something in need of reclamation from its decrepit current 

state. When he calls public space ‘ours’ that indicates his perspective of a homogeneous 

and all-inclusive public that inhabits these public spaces. I disagree with this 

perspective because Siegel’s idealized vision of public space does not take into account 

homeless people’s legitimate right to occupy the same space, because in his view they 

interrupt the harmony of the ideal public space through their use of it.  

 In response to this idealized and homogenous perspective on public space and 

its allowable uses, Rosalyn Deutsche in her essay Uneven Development: Public Art in New 

York City in her book Evictions: Art and Spatial Politics addresses the rights of the 

homeless to occupy urban public spaces. Deutsche identifies; “spatial forms are social 

structures” (1996:52) further paraphrasing Raymond Ledrut by defining “the city as the 

product of social practice.” Deutsche intends to stress how a space is defined by social 

use, and that structured use defines further use of that same space. I especially agree 

with her emphasis that public space should be open to all uses, including those of the 

homeless.  

Margaret Crawford in her article Contesting the Public Realm: Struggles Over 

Public Space in Los Angeles explains that, “rather than being fixed in time and space, 

these public spaces are constantly changing, as users reorganize and reinterpret 

physical space” (1995:5). Public spaces’ use value is constantly in flux because its many 
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uses are also continually changing. Physical space is re-organized by those within it, and 

through their use of it. The High Line as a new form of public space has the potential to 

fulfill this flexibility in definition through use, and with better management of the many 

rules that regulate behavior in the park I see this as completely possible. 

Mitchell continues this thought with the discussion of representation; “Yet 

public spaces are also, and very importantly, spaces for representation” (1995:115). 

This representation of the self that is made in a public space is essential to the function 

of public space. Without public space representations would not have a space to be 

made. Deutsche expands on this function of public space, explaining that public space 

“is the space where people declare rights and which, paradoxically, is constituted 

through the declaration” (1996:51). This apparent contradiction is what allows public 

space to hold this important role in our society: the role of a space of continually 

changing representations and uses, defined by those who use it.  

The High Line: A New Form of Public Space 

The High Line is not like all other public spaces. While it does offer a place for 

the public to interact and carry out many of the same activities that city residents do in 

other public spaces, the High Line is different and, therefore, has a different impact on 

those who encounter it.  

I believe that one of the main reasons that the High Line offers a different kind of 

public space is because of its unique vantage point. The park exists three stories above 

ground, and is accessed by stair or elevator. Just by access alone, the park is different 

from any other public space in the city; most parks are accessible on ground level. The 

space of the High Line has an in-between feeling. When a visitor looks out at the city it is 

not with the voyeur view of looking down from a tall building that de Certeau writes 
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about in Walking in the City (1984). Neither is it the experience of walking with the 

masses, which de Certeau also writes about, fighting your way along the sidewalk, in 

streams of humans flowing into the underground subway. The height transforms 

perspective, and therefore experience. For visitors and residents alike, the point of view 

of the city from the High Line is different. Looking down avenues from the three-story-

high park lets you watch the traffic from above, and notice patterns or different aspects 

of building architecture than is noticeable from the ground or up high. The Hudson 

River is also on glorious display, flowing parallel to the park, anchoring park visitors in 

the city’s greater geography. Residents can re-invigorate their love of their metropolis 

while tourists discover a different New York City.  

In addition to its unique height, the design and design process of the High Line 

also sets it apart from other parks. The High Line was designed through a contest 

known as the Open Ideas Contest in 2003, which was open to the public every step of 

the way. While other parks have also used design competitions to help in selecting 

designs, what sets this competition apart is the grand scale and large amount of media 

attention at every step of the process. Staff hosted an exhibit of all 720 submissions and 

processed feedback before selecting the design firm Diller Scofidio + Renfro. They then 

combined forces with a second design company, James Corner Field Operations and 

planting designer Piet Oudolf to complete their plans. Throughout construction and 

planting the High Line has held multiple community meetings, creating a space for 

residents, business owners, and concerned citizens to voice concerns and share ideas. 

These concerns are then integrated into the decisions made on programming as well as 

design. The design itself is very modern and streamlined. Built on a former railroad, the 

park embodies the movement the structure once saw with trains, moving onward. 
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Unintentionally it also seems to flow, mimicking the Hudson River, which it follows. Like 

the Hudson, a tidal river that follows the tide schedule, the park also flows both ways as 

visitors walk along it both north and south. The design has been consciously altered to 

allow for smooth flows of visitors. This design has been instrumental in creating a new 

form of public space, emphasizing separation between the park and the surrounding 

neighborhood.  

The High Line is also different because of its history and the intention of its 

creation. This new kind of Public Park was created out of the ruins of the industrial past 

and does not aim necessarily to generate space for the imposition of a set of values on 

the lower classes, though it might inadvertently have this impact on some visitors. For 

more information on how the High Line was built and its unique transformation from 

railway to Public Park see chapter one. Christine Boyer has written on parks’ purposes 

in the past stating that, “city improvers offered urban parks as normative institutions,” 

(Boyer, 33) a green space with clean air for all social classes. Officials saw parks as a 

relatively inexpensive way to improve conditions for and behavior of the general public.  

In contrast with this antiquated purposing and function of parks, the High Line has 

produced a new form of public space that has the potential to create flexible purpose 

and usage. While the park has this potential, stemming from it’s unique height, history, 

and design, the High Line has not yet fully realized its capacity to be a new type of park 

defined more by those who engage with it and less by imposed restrictions. This 

limitation stems from management and the park’s public image more than the space 

itself. The numerous rules increasingly determine the park’s use, not allowing for more 

visitor flexible engagement. The manicured public image of the park as a higher-class 

public space restricts its true public potential and equal accessibility.  
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What is allowable or acceptable in public spaces and parks is forever evolving as 

our society changes. It is also subject to the context of the public space and those within 

it. The High Line has pre-established rules (Fig. 13) to enforce a certain type of 

behavior, even though it is a public park. The rules are extensive, from no bicycles, dogs 

or smoking, to no gatherings greater than 20 people, picking plants or throwing objects. 

20 The regulations are enforced in order to maintain a serene environment and protect 

the park from unwanted behavior as envisioned by park staff. This regulation and the 

park rangers’ extensive management of these rules are part of what limits the park from 

taking full advantage of its status as a new form of public space, and encouraging full 

public participation. 

This question of public space raised in this section is important in this discussion 

because key to understanding artworks on the High Line is a coherent view of the 

context in which they were exhibited. Following this logic it is then also important to 

comprehend how that context influenced the works I have focused on thus far, Digital 

Empathy and Haunt Room, and their interpretation.  

                                                        
20 Highline.org 
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Figure 13:  High Line Park rules, By Aviva Stampfer 

How the Site Impacts the Art 
 

Site-Specificity 

Since the 1970s artists have begun to produce site-specific work. Site-specificity 

emerged as a response to artists’ desire to create greater focus on the audience of their 

works and less on the managing or commissioning institution. As Amy Scarfone writes 

in her review of Miwon Kwon’s book One Place After Another: Site Specific Art and 

Locational Identities, “Rather than acting in the service of institutions, these artists 

typically challenge institutional hegemony concentrating instead on artwork as a 

relationship between artist and audience” (2007: 211). Scarfone writes about this as 
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part of ‘art-in-the-public-interest,’ a move by artists towards this more interactive 

perspective on art creation and intention. This type of art focused on how viewers 

would interact with the work, and less on other more surface level, purely aesthetic 

concerns. 

Site-specific work typically focuses its meaning and creation on the context of 

the site. In the case of the High Line, art works are intentionally site-specific, and artists 

are encouraged to prioritize integrating the artworks with the environment of the park. 

Both Julianne Swartz and Sue de Beer created works specifically for the site of the High 

Line, and were influenced by the park in their artistic process. Kwon also addresses the 

definition of a site as something beyond the physical in her book. In her review Scarfone 

explains clearly, “Kwon’s broad definition of “sites” includes discursive, non-material 

“places” that are produced socially, economically, and politically” (2007: 209). This 

means that art can be site specific if it responds to a non-physical quality of a space, the 

work can be specific to the political, social, or economic context of the place. 

Scarfone also writes about Kwon’s discussion of site-specific art as a generative 

and not just a reactive medium (2007: 211).  Site-specific works can be art that not only 

reacts to a space in their conception and construction, but also helps to produce 

meaning, socially or politically. This concept of generative art connects well to Digital 

Empathy’s capacity to generate conversations and stimulate a democratic questioning of 

the status quo (expanded on in chapter four). This generative quality of site-specific art 

speaks to the inherent qualities of public art to stimulate conversation on meaning in 

the public realm; site-specific art intentionally creates space where dialogue can 

happen.  
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The Case of Richard Serra  
 

Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc (Fig. 14) and the controversy that surrounded it is 

perhaps the most infamous narrative of site-specificity in recent history. Serra’s work, 

commissioned by the General Services Administration as part of their Percent for Art 

program, was installed in the Federal Plaza in Lower Manhattan in 1981. This same 

work underwent further hearings and panels under the direction of GSA’s New York 

Regional Chairman William Diamond, and was taken down in 1989. There was an 

uproar in the art community at the time, with many voicing concerns over what grander 

implications the removal of the sculpture after going through a thorough screening 

process would have. Serra’s reaction to the controversy and removal of the work was to 

claim that, “to remove the work is to destroy it.”21  This is known as rigid site specificity; 

the artwork’s meaning is rigidly tied to the physical site. In this case, the artwork was 

created specifically for the plaza in which it was located, and its materials were chosen 

to emulate the building it stood in front of. In one of the hearings the panel of judges 

found that  “…the sculpture could not be moved without destroying its artistic integrity 

and intent” (Senie, 1989: 298). While this more extreme interpretation of site-

specificity is essential to understanding what site-specific art is, Harriet Senie in Art 

Journal also explains a more simplistic perspective, “Theoretically, a work was created 

for a specific site and thereby became a part of it”  (1989: 300). Senie emphasizes the 

integration of the artwork into the site as the reason why removal would invalidate the 

work’s meaning for those who encountered it. Without the context of its site, the work 

cannot communicate its message, because it only holds meaning in the site itself.  Senie 

further explains, “What became clear in the Tilted Arc controversy was that different 

                                                        
21 From lecture on 12/8/11 Professor Rosalyn Deutsche 
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criteria were applied to museum and public art” (1989: 301). Museum art is usually 

hung or installed in a gallery, and is moved without any implications on the artwork 

itself. It is not site-specific, and therefore the public usually accepts its location in the 

gallery, and does not challenge it or petition its removal. In contrast, public art is held 

up to different standards and must be amenable to the general public that interacts with 

it. The public would have responded differently to the same piece if it were located in a 

museum context due to this difference in standards for public and museum art. 22 

 

Figure 14: Tilted Arc, Richard Serra, 1981, Sculpture, Steel, New York City (destroyed). Photo ©1985 
David Aschkenas23 

 

                                                        
22 While this distinction and differentiation between public art and art in museums is useful 
to my argument here, it is also interesting to consider artworks that were once site specific 
and are now being exhibited in a museological context. How does their meaning change 
when exhibited differently from the original intent? Religious or decorative art or pieces 
that were once commissioned for a specific location that are now in museums perhaps also 
lose some aspect of their significance when removed from their original site. 
23 http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/cultureshock/flashpoints/visualarts/tiltedarc_big1.html 
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Context and Regulations 

This recognition that context influences how a visitor will appreciate a work of 

art indicates that the location of a work has much to do with its success in creating a 

forum for discussion.24  A museum has an established set of rules clearly demarcated by 

signs as well as societal conventions. Each system of regulation helps determine what 

the context of a museum communicates to the art viewer.  A park naturally attracts a 

wider array of visitors than a museum, due to its many different uses, especially those 

who would not chose to go to a museum, but might enjoy the artwork anyway. The High 

Line’s rules regulate not only the park but the art as well, instructing park visitors how 

to walk instead of run while informally shaping their art interaction as well. The way 

these rules might change interaction with art is difficult to quantify, yet I believe that 

with more flexible rules park visitors would interact with artworks more freely. 

How the Park Uses Art 

Public art is a key aspect of the High Line’s successful rise to the forefront of 

New York City’s parks in such a short amount of time, as evidenced by its continual 

portrayal in news articles and travel books. The art program has it’s own section of the 

park’s website and maintains a rotating cast of artworks year-round. The works range 

in type as well as their length of stay at the High Line. There have been traditional visual 

arts installations, sculptures, sound art, dance performances, and film screenings. They 

even put on what they describe as “billboard interventions,” a fun description of letting 

artists use one of the billboards that grace the side of the High Line as their canvas. 

                                                        
24 While not all art is intended to generate discussion, the works I have selected here have 
more interactive tendencies, and this therefore shapes my discussion of site-specific 
context. 
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Friends of the High Line are dedicated to the art program, in an article on the online 

magazine Gotham the success was described, 

High Line Art has been a huge success as a public art program. During 2009 and 
2010, Friends of the High Line conducted a large visitor survey, and, according 
to Hammond, found that people “loved the art program and wanted more. 
People really responded to the art.” 25 

 
This positive response of visitors to the arts program has ensured that it continues to 

develop new and exciting ways to present art.   

The Program and the Process 

Two people, the curator and the art production manager, run the High Line Art 

program. The curator, Cecilia Alemani, seeks out new artists and selects works, while 

the art production manager, Jordan Benke, works with the legal, technical, and 

engineering aspects in order to make sure the artwork is presented correctly and on 

schedule. I spoke with Mr. Benke about many features of the art program. He explained 

how artworks are selected, 

Basically we get a lot of submissions from people, blind submissions, and most 
of those proposals don’t make it. Our curator is out and about in the museum 
world, and goes to gallery openings and museum shows and art fairs and finds 
artists who might be interested in working with public art. 
 

He spoke about Alemani’s idea of the High Line as a trampoline, a sort of jumping 

ground for artists who might be interested in doing public art work and reaching a 

wider audience, but wouldn’t do so on their own. The High Line gives them an 

opportunity to make that leap into the world of public art, with a guaranteed audience.  

Decisions about whom to commission artwork from (beyond artists’ interest in 

public art) are based on finding someone who is willing to connect with the site, and 

                                                        
25 http://gotham-magazine.com/living/articles/the-high-lines-art-side  

http://gotham-magazine.com/living/articles/the-high-lines-art-side
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create something that will complement the park. The program is described on the 

park’s website: 

High Line Art invites artists to think of creative ways to engage with the 
uniqueness of the architecture and design of the High Line and to foster a 
productive dialogue with the surrounding neighborhood and urban landscape.26  
 

When I spoke with Benke he gave the example of Sarah Sze, who created Still Life With 

Landscape (Model for a Habitat), 2011 (Fig. 15), as an artist who was able to do just that. 

“She was someone who we knew would be able to respond to the park itself, someone 

who would be able to engage with the landscape that we have here in an interesting 

way.” Sze’s work is a temporary sculptural installation that acts as an unfinished 

archway. The structure has been well integrated into the design aesthetic of the park 

and also acts as birdhouses for the wildlife on the High Line.  

 

Figure 15: Still Life With Landscape (Model for a Habitat) by Sarah Sze 2011, By Aviva Stampfer  

                                                        
26 http://www.thehighline.org/about/public-art 
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One of the limitations of the art program is a park policy that impacts all New 

York City parks art programs. Mr. Benke explained how it influences curatorial and 

production decisions: 

City parks policy, we are a city park, is that any art works that goes up – with 
very very few exceptions – on public parks property can only be up for a 
maximum of a year. That’s the same idea of keeping the experience fresh and 
changing.27 
 

There is a silver lining to this requirement for the High Line, encouraging renovation of 

artworks often, and maintaining a new experience for repeat visitors. It also limits 

which artworks will be selected for economic reasons. The park will not spend copious 

amounts of money on a piece if the limit is one year of exhibition time. It also helps 

guide the park into making decisions based on seasons and staggering when works are 

shown to ensure that there will always be something new for park visitors.  

Functions of Art on the High Line 
 

The High Line’s art program serves many purposes and is beneficial to the park 

and those who are part of the community the park has created. One function of the 

artworks is to attract repeat visitors. Park rangers I spoke to mentioned that many 

visitors come back to the park specifically for the art; thus, having quality pieces is part 

of the park’s ability to continue to attract a large variety and number of guests. This is 

why the temporary nature of the art program, conscripted by the city parks policy, is 

actually beneficial for the High Line. In an interview in the Wall Street Journal, curator 

Ms. Alemani is quoted as saying, "I think the art should function as the element that 

brings viewers back."28 I even spoke with a ranger who explained that before his job as 

                                                        
27 Well-known sculptures in Central and Prospect Park, for example, go through a longer 
more arduous process to become permanent fixtures.  
28 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970204479504576637530078257362.html 
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park ranger he would come back to the park specifically to see what new artworks had 

been installed. Continuing to re-imagine new pieces for the park creates an 

environment that is always changing and creating new opportunities for engagement. 

The park is also able to use its great popularity among tourists and residents 

alike to expose a segment of the population to art in a new way. Benke explained, 

“There are several million people who come to the park each year so they see stuff they 

might not necessarily see. You have people who don’t necessarily go to galleries or art 

fairs.” These visitors are given the experience of encountering art in a potentially more 

comfortable context, away from the confines of a more socially constructed space like a 

museum or gallery. In a museum or gallery behavior is much more conscripted than in a 

park, so many might chose not to visit because they would not expect to know how to 

act or to enjoy it. The environment of a museum can be intimidating to those not 

accustomed to visiting them. Benke used Haunt Room as an example, 

Like the Haunt Room, it engages someone from the art scene and the galleries; it 
has a pretty high profile. But at the same time its something that anyone can 
walk into and experience, whether or not they know who Sue de Beer is, 
something anyone can engage with without needing some meta art narrative.  
 

This is the delicate balance of art on the High Line; it is complex enough to engage the 

art community and yet straightforward enough to encourage engagement from those 

without a pre-determined interest or background in art, even if a work like Haunt Room 

was not particularly successful in this type of engagement. This is part of the overall aim 

of the park itself. The High Line is intriguing in design and aesthetic for those to whom 

these aspects of the landscape are important. At the same time, the park remains an 

enjoyable outdoor space for visitors who are less concerned with the minute design 

details.  
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Another benefit of the park’s art program is its ability to support mid-career and 

established artists. The artists that are chosen to exhibit are given an incredible 

opportunity to showcase their work to an entirely different, varied, and large 

population of park visitors. While the program has evolved over the years, it maintains 

its support of artists in the field. 

The program was initially called the emerging artists program, and the focus has 
shifted from being about getting new works from those who haven’t been 
exposed much to finding people who are more well established down to those 
who haven’t exhibited much in public art. 
 

Benke explains this evolution well, knowing how a program must change as it grows, 

and aim for different goals in which artists are solicited for commissions. This shift 

towards more established and international artists is a response to the growing media 

profile of the High Line Park, and the desire to maintain an image of the arts program as 

continually evolving. As the arts program grows and becomes recognized for quality 

exhibitions, the staff becomes responsible to cater to that vision of the park as a bastion 

for high quality public art. While Benke in his role determines much of the technical 

decisions, it is the role of the curator that further decides in what direction the art 

program will grow. 

The Role and Perspective of the Curator 

The curator plays a large role in determining the image and direction of the High 

Line art program. The High Line has had two curators in the arts program’s brief life, 

Lauren Ross and Cecilia Alemani. Lauren Ross joined the park’s art program at the very 

beginning, and approached her curatorial duties from the perspective of how the art 

would enhance the park. In an interview with Vernissage TV at the opening of the Kim 

Beck’s 2011 work Space Available (Fig. 16) Ross explains,  
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There had always been a desire to have public art on the High Line, I think from 
the very first conception of the park it was important for there to be public art as 
part of the visitor experience.29 
 

Robert Hammond, one of the park’s co-founders, echoed this sentiment, “The art has 

always been an integral part of the project, though over time the mission has evolved.”30 

Artwork has been an important constant on the High Line, from the park’s conception to 

today.  

 The curator’s perspective on the High Line and the function of the artwork plays 

a large role in determining what works are ultimately displayed. Ross looked at the park 

as part of the surrounding neighborhood, and tried to integrate works with the area as 

well as directly with the High Line. This explanation is also from Ross’ video interview 

on Kim Beck’s piece.  

One of the interesting things about the High Line is that the line between public 
and private space is very thin, you have this structure that literally passes 
through and underneath buildings in certain places, its not an enclosed space 
really, when you’re in the park the experience is about the city that’s 
surrounding you... the line between the park and the surrounding space is 
almost non-existent. So I think the public art program needs to be similar in that 
way, where we have art in the park but we’re also working with some of the 
privately owned real estate in the area.  
 

This goal is something that Ross achieved with Kim Beck’s work Space Available, which 

was installed on rooftops visible from the park. The work echoed the economic struggle 

of the time, by showing the empty frames of billboards or ads on their own. The title, 

Space Available, also evoked this economic emptiness the country has encountered in 

the Recession. The perspective is especially important because of where the park is 

located, in neighborhood well known for their dedication to the arts. Ross explained, 

                                                        
29 http://vernissage.tv/blog/2011/03/25/kim-beck-space-available-high-line-public-art-
program-nyc-interview-with-kim-beck/ 
30 http://gotham-magazine.com/living/articles/the-high-lines-art-side 
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“We felt it was really important for this park that cuts through these neighborhoods to 

also become an important cultural center.”31 This aspect is part of what continues to set 

the park apart as a new form of public space. 

 

Figure 16: Space Available by Kim Beck, By Aviva Stampfer 

 Ross has also focused on expanding traditional conceptions of public art. When 

looking at a park like Central Park, most artworks are sculptures crafted out of durable 

metals. On the High Line there are works with materials that range from plywood and 

glass to sound and film. This emphasis on a diverse array of mediums has led Ross to 

create an innovative art program. Ross explained, “we want the program to be very 

broad ranging, so we’ve done pieces in photography, and sound and performance, and 

                                                        
31 http://theartnewspaper.com/articles/Taking-the-High-Line-the-art-park-that-rivals-
MoMA/20396  

http://theartnewspaper.com/articles/Taking-the-High-Line-the-art-park-that-rivals-MoMA/20396
http://theartnewspaper.com/articles/Taking-the-High-Line-the-art-park-that-rivals-MoMA/20396
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we will continue to do so.” This flexibility in what kinds of art to portray is a great 

reflection of the art program’s dedication to exhibiting work that has potential to 

connect with a wide range of park visitors, and also a further indication of how different 

the High Line is from other parks.  

When considering content, the curator of a public park has to contend with great 

responsibilities, “When you are working in a public space, you have to be aware that 

you are dealing with a very wide audience. You can’t have something obtuse or off-

putting. Any extremely sexual or violent work is inappropriate for the park,”32 explained 

Ross. Sensitive subjects and the wide audience determine much of what isn’t allowed on 

the High Line. For the most part I feel that artists are cognizant of this and their 

audience, and therefore tailor their work. In the case of the Haunt Room, the High Line 

staff acknowledged that it might not be appropriate for all audiences, so it posted the 

previously discussed warning and placed a park ranger near the piece to monitor 

reactions.  

Lauren Ross left the High Line to accept a curatorial position at the Philbrook 

Museum in Tulsa, Oklahoma in June of 2011, so she was responsible for the selection of 

both Digital Empathy and Haunt Room. Cecilia Alemani has just begun her time as the 

High Line’s curator, but her fresh perspective will clearly lead the High Line in new 

directions. In an interview in the Wall Street Journal, Alemani shared her perspective on 

the park, "Every time I walk on it, I imagine art everywhere on the line. It's a bridge, a 

gate to Chelsea, to connect the public with the art in Chelsea."33 Alemani is Italian, and 

this will surely influence her curatorial decisions. Benke indicated that he thought she 

                                                        
32 http://bombsite.com/issues/1000/articles/5009 
33 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970204479504576637530078257362.html 



  

Stampfer 66 

might look to including more international artists. “I think there’s a lot more 

engagement with the Chelsea art gallery scene which is around and having a presence 

and a profile that reaches out to people in that world” Benke said, explaining a trend he 

has noticed, having worked intimately with both curators.  

Digital Empathy and Haunt Room 
 

The role of the curator is fundamental in how the arts program on the High Line 

has evolved and changed. The perspective of the curator on the pieces I have selected is 

essential to understanding their function on the High Line. Lauren Ross curated both 

works that I have engaged with here, and while she is no longer with the High Line, I 

was able to speak to Jordan Benke about the specific works and some of the process, 

goals, and reception from park visitors.  

Digital Empathy 

Julianne Swartz is an established artist who is known for her ability to challenge 

the way that space is perceived through her art. Benke explained part of the process of 

creating Digital Empathy, her work for the High Line that incorporated digital voices 

coming out of water fountains, bathroom sinks, and elevators. He also touched on how 

Ross worked with her to edit her work for the setting of the High Line. “Lauren was 

interested in working with Julianne because of the way she’s intervened in different 

spaces,” Benke explained. When they were having some trouble coming up with a piece 

that was truly specific to the site Ross encouraged Julianne saying, “I really want you to 

dig into the park and interact with the infrastructure.” This was a fruitful engagement, 

and Digital Empathy has been a staple of the park’s art since June 2011. It will be un-

installed in June 2012 in accordance with the city’s rule on temporary installations.  
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 Benke also commented on the work that, “to engage with the park in that way 

was interesting, to engage directly with the infrastructure of the park.” He is referring to 

the manner in which Swartz took Ross’ suggestion literally and engaged with different 

aspects of the park’s infrastructure, the water fountains, elevators, and bathroom sinks. 

The use infrastructure is essential in the function and impact of the work; Swartz 

wanted to interrupt routine activities, and it’s ability to intervene in the space of the 

High Line.  

 While the accompanying plaque explains the multifaceted goals of the work, 

Benke described Digital Empathy’s goal more simply, “To engage park visitors, make 

‘em laugh, make ‘em look twice at something that they would normally take for 

granted,” behaviors I have observed in my site visits. While seemingly more 

straightforward than the goals and meaning discussed in the previous chapter, in fact 

this short statement encompasses what Digital Empathy has accomplished. In line with 

the art program’s dedication to commissioning art that is accessible to a wide variety of 

park visitors, this multi-leveled meaning allows for this kind of interaction that Benke 

observed take place, “a group of ten kinds hanging around the drinking fountain, with 

their headphones recording it, laughing, looking at it.” This work fosters dialogue 

between those who interact with it, through its unique methods and message, visitors 

are encouraged to stop their walk along the park and engage with the piece. 

 The response to Digital Empathy has been primarily positive, but in the 

beginning High Line art staff did receive a steady stream of complaint emails. Not 

everyone will be happy with every piece, and the staff knows this well. Yet when park 

visitors consistently complained about the noise in the elevators, they spoke with 

Swartz to amend the situation. Benke explained,  
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Something you deal with when you’re working with sound is threshold between 
the sound being present and being annoying, and we’d crossed that threshold so 
we did re-adjust, and take out some higher frequencies. 
 

Once this adjustment was made and the sound files in the elevators were made less 

piercing park visitors stopped complaining. The staff managed to cross back over the 

threshold back into present audio while maintaining the integrity of the piece.  

Haunt Room 

The Haunt Room, a site-specific work created for the High Line by Sue de Beer, 

was a paneled structure that emanated infrasound with the intention of creating a 

haunted feeling. The process for commissioning the Haunt Room was similar to the 

process of creating Digital Empathy. There was a lot of discussion back and forth 

between the artist and the curator about what the structure should be. The artist 

initially proposed a haunt room, a concept that the art staff was intrigued by, but that 

had to be amended for exhibition on the High Line. The final product was determined in 

size and scope by funds available and the importance of maintaining park functionality. 

The structure could not block the path or create any other inconveniences for park 

visitors.  

The park staff positioned park rangers outside of the Haunt Room in order to 

both ensure park visitors’ safety and to count how many visitors engaged with it. 

Metrics for measuring the success of any artwork are difficult in the fluid environment 

of the High Line, but Benke did mention that there were a large number of visitors who 

did enter the artwork, which helped staff to understand the work’s success. Staff tallied 

how many visitors they saw engage with the piece from noon until six pm, and they 

found an average of 337 visitors entered the Haunt Room every day. The total count for 
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the five weeks the work was on the High Line was an impressive 12,137.34 Unlike Digital 

Empathy, they did not receive any emails either complaining or praising the Haunt 

Room.  The reasoning behind this could be that it did not bother anyone too drastically, 

or that no visitors actually understood the piece enough to disagree with its placement 

on the High Line. Therefore, beyond the numbers of visitors engaging, my own 

observations and surveying it is difficult to know more precisely how well the work was 

received.  

The High Line offers its visitors a new public space, which in turn creates an 

environment suitable to engaging with art for many visitors who might not visit a 

museum or gallery. The site-specific emphasis of the art program is important because 

it allows for a productive relationship between the art and the park, helping the park to 

grow and change frequently. The park staff is aware of the power of the art to attract 

visitors, engage new audiences, and support artists while encouraging them to make the 

jump into public art. As Benke says, the park is looking for “anything that engages 

people, anything that makes people sit down and makes people look more closely at 

things.”  While expanding the aesthetic offerings of the park, the park also presents 

opportunities to engage more deeply with artworks that make visitors pause their stroll 

and think. The park as a setting for the art is unique and thriving as it continues to grow 

and change under new leadership. In the next chapter I will expand on the park as a 

new public space, and discuss public art’s potential for encouraging democratic 

discourse.  

 

                                                        
34 Jordan Benke, Personal Communication February 20th, 2012 
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Figure 17: The High Line in Snow, 10th Avenue Square, By Aviva Stampfer 

 
Chapter 4 

 
Public Art in Urban Space:  

Public Art’s Potential for Encouraging Democratic Discourse 
 

 
Public art has many extra-aesthetic capabilities, one of which is the capacity to 

encourage democratic interaction in the public sphere. Public art that challenges those 

who interact with it to question the status quo or the institution in which it is presented 

can instigate democratic discourse. In the case of the High Line, public art is given the 

opportunity to take advantage of the park’s unique status as a new form of public space 

(as discussed in the previous chapter), and push park visitors to engage with art beyond 

an aesthetic appreciation. The works Digital Empathy and Haunt Room are both 
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examples of public art that function this way, though their approach and impact are 

different. Digital Empathy encourages democratic discussion through employing some 

of the methods of interrogative design; it questions society’s dependence on technology. 

While Haunt Room cannot be considered interrogative design, it is able to demonstrate 

the power of suggestion, and functions as an example of how not all public art will fully 

succeed in communicating the artist’s initial message.  

In order to investigate public art’s role in encouraging the democratic discourse, 

we must first understand public space (covered in the previous chapter), concepts of 

the public sphere, and theory on democracy. Public art’s role in public space, the public 

sphere, and democracy will then be discussed, including artists’ methods of encouraging 

the extra-aesthetic functions of public art such as interrogative design. 

Comprehending the Public Sphere  

 In the discussion of the public sphere, there are two main positions, which 

relate well to the two positions on public space discussed in chapter three. I use the 

term public sphere here defined as a realm of democratic discourse. Jürgen Habermas’ 

perspective is of a public sphere in which all members of society can contribute equally 

and come together in one communal square to discuss issues of importance. He defines 

it clearly in The Public Sphere: An Encyclopedia Article saying, “By ‘the public sphere’ we 

mean first of all a realm of our social life in which something approaching public 

opinion can be formed. Access is guaranteed to all citizens” (1964: 49). He writes about 

the Renaissance as a time when this was the norm, and he claims that this is no longer 

in existence, and laments the loss.  It is this point in his theory with which I, as well as 

many other theorists, disagree with Habermas for a variety of reasons. 



  

Stampfer 72 

Habermas’ perspective of loss has been greatly contested by many, and from 

many different viewpoints.35 Margaret Crawford in her article Contesting the Public 

Realm: Struggles Over Public Space in Los Angeles argues that, 

This perceived loss is primarily perceptual, derived from extremely narrow and 
normative definitions of both public and space. … By eliminating the insistence 
on unity, the desire for fixed categories of time and space, and the rigid concepts 
of public and private that underlie these narratives of loss, we can begin to 
recognize a multiplicity of simultaneous public interactions that are 
restructuring urban space, producing new forms of insurgent citizenship, and 
revealing new political arenas for democratic action. (1995: 4) 
 

Crawford succinctly explains the main alternative perspective on the public sphere, that 

with a broader definition of what constitutes the public sphere we can see that it is not 

lost, just found in a different form than Habermas idealized. It is this perspective that 

resonates strongly with my theories about artwork on the High Line. I feel that there are 

many different public spheres coexisting and interacting within public space 

simultaneously. This perspective of the public sphere is not all encompassing though, 

and it is important to understand the variety of arguments on the public sphere in order 

to adequately analyze public art’s role in creating the public sphere.  

Critiques of Habermas are many and varied, and also important for 

understanding the role of the public sphere in this discussion of public art. Bruce 

Robbins writes in The Phantom Public Sphere about Habermas’ idealized public sphere 

as a phantom, a concept that never really existed because of the oppressive nature of 

the romanticized renaissance time. Nancy Fraser follows Robbins’ logic and takes a 

                                                        
35 While I cannot address every author’s points, another worthwhile piece is The Public 
Sphere and Experience: Toward and Analysis of the Bourgeois and Proletarian Public Sphere 
by Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge. Their argument focuses on the fact that Habermas’ 
bourgeoisie public sphere by definition excludes all marginalized groups, and is therefore 
not universal. They also emphasize the economic factor, and the bourgeois and proletariat 
contrast in terms of the public sphere.  
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feminist standpoint in her critique of Habermas in Rethinking the Public Sphere, A 

Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing Democracy. She explains that while it is 

possible that such an idealized vision of the public sphere might be important to 

sociological conceptions of critical theory, “despite the rhetoric of publicity and 

accessibility that official public sphere rested on, indeed was importantly constituted 

by, a number of significant exclusions” (1992:5). She attempts to emphasize these 

exclusions to indicate that without an inclusive community it cannot be truly 

considered a public sphere in which the public is involved. Fraser also introduces her 

concept of counter-publics; a term which describes alternative and multitude of public 

spheres, and which I feel can be applied to my analysis of the High Line.  

I propose to call these subaltern counterpublics in order to signal that they are 
parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups invent 
and circulate counterdiscourses, so as to formulate oppositional interpretations 
of their identities, interests, and needs. (1992:14) 
 

These ‘subordinated social groups’ through their investigation into their own needs and 

responsibilities, question the status quo. Through this challenge, they transform the 

concept of the public sphere into an opportunity for democratic activity. If we think of 

the public sphere on the High Line in this way, having many different kinds of public art 

that challenge visitors in different ways is instrumental in allowing each social group to 

build their own public sphere. 

Michael Sorkin writes about the city as the realm of the public sphere, from an 

urban studies and architecture perspective. In Variations on a Theme Park: The New 

American City and the End of Public Space, he writes that, “Social order has long been 

legible in urban form.” (1992: xiii) The High Line has created a new kind of space, which 

stems directly from its new urban form, as discussed in chapter three. As Sorkin writes, 

spatial forms embody democratic life, so if the High Line has created a new form of 



  

Stampfer 74 

public space, it follows that it has also built opportunities for democratic engagement. It 

is this new framework of the High Line that creates a space in which different forms of 

public art, such as Digital Empathy or Haunt Room can be part of an evolving discourse 

on public space and society. 

Defining Democracy 

 In order to determine what role public art plays in encouraging democratic 

activity and discussion, it is essential to first briefly discuss relevant democratic theory. 

Claude Lefort constructed a theory of democracy in which “democracy is instituted and 

sustained by the dissolution of the markers of certainty” (1988: 19). Lefort emphasized 

in The Question of Democracy that democratic action is the act of questioning power, and 

that if the public were ever to stop questioning, society would no longer be democratic. 

He explained that uncertainty is not only a good thing, but it is necessary for democracy 

to continue. Rosalyn Deutsche in Art and Public Space: Questions of Democracy explains 

Lefort’s logical process towards this conclusion: 

For Lefort, the destruction of monarchical power instituted a radically new form 
of society in which power is no longer believed to derive from a transcendent 
source. …Power is now believed to reside in "the people"-inside the social itself. 
Because the people no longer possess an absolute definition, however, power "is 
linked" in the democratic moment "to the image of an empty place." … It is then 
from a negativity that the public space comes into being, the space where human 
beings speak to each other, construct society, and form political identities 
through the declaration of rights. What is recognized in the public space is the 
legitimacy of debate, a debate in which no one can seek the support of an 
external judge. (1992:51) 
 

This debate that Deutsche underlines is the emphasis that Lefort puts on continually 

contesting within a public space. The public space, in this case the High Line, is the 

arena of questioning, the location for this democratic action to take place. For Lefort this 

questioning continues without end. Mitchell agrees, paraphrasing Nancy Fraser, “in this 

sense, public spaces are absolutely essential to the functioning of democratic politics 
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(Fraser 1990)” (1995:115). Without public space, democratic action would not have any 

location in which to occur. 

 In the context of Mitchell’s essay on Berkley and the People’s park discussed in 

chapter three, he exclaimed, “Whether challenged from the left or the right, the 

established power of the state and capital are threatened by the exercise of public rights 

within public space” (1995:124). Lefort would applaud this statement, explaining that 

this challenge that the state seems to fear is a good thing, in fact it is democracy at work. 

Mitchell goes on to say that, “it is by struggling over and within space that the natures of 

"the public" and of democracy are defined” (1995:128), also aligning himself with 

Lefort’s stress on conflict and struggle as essential to democracy. For the High Line to be 

a truly democratic space, it would have to do more to encourage the free exercise of 

rights in the park. 

The Role of Public Art  

 Public art plays an integral role in fostering democratic discourse in the public 

realm. In this section I aim to explain this intricately intertwined relationship between 

the concepts of public space, the public sphere, democracy and art as well as the role all 

three play in an urban environment. In Art and Public Space: Questions of Democracy, 

Rosalyn Deutsche explores these connections thoroughly. On public space and art 

Deutsche explains, 

Recently, artists and critics eager to counteract the power exercised through 
neutralizing ideas of the public have sought to re-appropriate the concept by 
defining public space as a realm of political debate and public art as work that 
helps create such a space. (1992:39) 
 

Through this re-appropriation public art reclaims its public-ness, in the public space 

sense of the word. It exists in ‘a realm of political debate,’ and therefore derives its 
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meaning and significance from this re-interpreted definition. Public art has an 

important role in creating a truly public space.  

 Much like public art’s role in public space, public art also maintains a presence in 

the public sphere. Understanding that the public sphere is a continually contested term 

signifying the site of democratic discourse, when the concept is introduced to the world 

of public art the art itself is given reign to expand its own definition. Public art is 

influenced by the concept of the public sphere. Deutsche writes that,  

The public sphere idea replaces definitions of public art as art that occupies or 
designs physical spaces and addresses independently formed audiences with a 
definition of public art as a practice that constitutes a public by engaging people 
in political debate.” (1992:39) 
 

Deutsche emphasizes here an extra-aesthetic capacity of public art, which is drawn out 

by the introduction of the public sphere. Within the public sphere, art is considered 

public through its ability to encourage political discussion. Art is a participant in 

creating the public sphere, bringing in those who interact with a work as members of 

the public sphere.  

 The connection to democracy weaves all of these aspects together. As Deutsche 

says, “public space is inextricably linked to democratic ideals” (1992:34), and we know 

that the public sphere is the realm of democratic discourse. Public works of art can be 

democratic in the Lefort sense of the word when they encourage continual questioning 

of power. Deutsche illuminates this connection further, 

Public art terminology frequently promises a commitment not only to 
democracy as a form of government but to a general democratic spirit of 
equality as well: Do the works relinquish ‘elitism?’ Are they ‘accessible?’ 
(1992:34) 
 

The terms Deutsche references, relinquishing elitism and accessibility, are hallmarks of 

traditional conceptions of democracy. The fact that these terms are used in conjunction 



  

Stampfer 77 

with public art illustrates this connection between public art and democracy. If public 

art can be democratic in its conception and hold emphasis on terms like accessibility, 

then it can also encourage democratic discourse through continually questioning the 

status quo.  

Interrogative Design 

Krzysztof Wodiczko coined the term interrogative design in his writings on his 

work Homeless Projection (Fig. 18). Wodiczko’s definition of interrogative design in 

Critical Vehicles is, “design…when it takes a risk, explores, articulates, and responds to 

the questionable conditions of life in today’s world, and does so in a questioning 

manner” (1999:16). The Homeless Projection was actually never realized, but the 

proposal was exhibited in a gallery in imitation of what it would look like in reality. 

Wodiczko projected images of items that traditionally identify the homeless, such as a 

wheelchair or crutches. Essential to understanding the impact that his work would have 

made is the upswing in redevelopment that was affecting the area around Union Square, 

the proposed site for his work. This redevelopment was being marketed to citizens as a 

betterment of the city, improvement of a heavily used public space.  

This portrayal neglected the displacement of the homeless population that 

inhabited the park that also occurred as a side effect of new development. Wodiczko 

chose to project these images onto the civic sculptures of the park in order to sharpen 

the contrast between the vision of the park that the city was attempting to communicate 

and the actuality of displacement of the homeless. These types of statues traditionally 

communicate moments of civic pride to those who encounter them. Yet they also 

represent the state’s control of the people, as figures that are represented are usually 

reminders of fearless leaders and other authority figures. Their literal pedestal is 
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broken down by Wodiczko’s projection of an ignored population onto their images of 

grandeur.  

By thrusting the images of the homeless into public vision Wodiczko gives voice 

to the homeless, and represents the part they play in the redevelopment of Union 

Square and the city as a whole. Through this projection he questions the initial motive 

of the statues, and at the same time re-appropriates their function for his own use – 

giving voice to the homeless. Wodiczko’s theory relates to artworks on the High Line, 

most significantly Digital Empathy. It is my recommendation that in order to take full 

advantage of the new form of public space that is the park, the art program should 

continue to curate work aligned with democratic theories such as interrogative design.   

 

Figure 18: Three of four images in the Homeless Projection by Krzysztof Wodiczko36 

Digital Empathy 

The terms public art and public space have been challenged and defined in many 

different contexts. Digital Empathy once again confronts our notions of what qualifies a 

work of art as public, questioning definition though its message. Swartz’s piece is a 

recent work of public art, whose location on the High Line, a new form of public space, 

                                                        
36 http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_6rQjWCmp5Aw/R0Qej49gKxI/AAAAAAAAAAM/C4klraw-
w0U/s320/homeless+projection.jpg and http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-M8Qp-
8MdqOE/TVhBKYmvIvI/AAAAAAAAAaQ/-BsZsmCENYc/s1600/wodiczko.jpg 
 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_6rQjWCmp5Aw/R0Qej49gKxI/AAAAAAAAAAM/C4klraw-w0U/s320/homeless+projection.jpg
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_6rQjWCmp5Aw/R0Qej49gKxI/AAAAAAAAAAM/C4klraw-w0U/s320/homeless+projection.jpg
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-M8Qp-8MdqOE/TVhBKYmvIvI/AAAAAAAAAaQ/-BsZsmCENYc/s1600/wodiczko.jpg
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-M8Qp-8MdqOE/TVhBKYmvIvI/AAAAAAAAAaQ/-BsZsmCENYc/s1600/wodiczko.jpg
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allows it to question the status quo and encourage democratic discussion of and in the 

public sphere. 

Swartz manages to remain light through her methods, maintaining that ‘playful’ 

quality through her method of recorded voices in water fountains, bathroom sinks, and 

elevators. Yet her message is a serious one, and her work questions the manner in 

which society has developed dependencies on technology. This is a concern embedded 

in the potential for technology to drastically shape our communication with each other. 

In this way her work is partially aligned with Krzysztof Wodiczko’s definition of 

interrogative design. While Swartz does challenge the status quo with Digital Empathy, I 

claim that her work is only partially interrogative because it is not as clear about its 

intentions as Wodiczko is with his.  

For example, in The Homeless Projections, Wodiczko is very clear about what 

specific condition of life he is questioning; homelessness and its root causes, and 

specifically the role redevelopment has in displacing homeless citizens. Swartz is less 

outspoken in her interrogation. She questions our reliance on technology, yet does not 

grab the viewers attention with force. She allows the park visitor to engage if they 

choose to do so, and decide on the message of the piece on their own, or not even 

acknowledge it as art. This is evident in the variety of messages that visitors interpreted 

from her piece; in surveys visitors ranged from no clue of any deeper communication to 

those who were more thoughtful as to Swartz’s comments on society. 

This concern for the public who will interact with her work is part of what 

makes Digital Empathy inherently a public work. Taking full advantage of the new 

public space that the High Line has created, Swartz questions the status quo of our 
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communication with each other. Miwon Kwon wrote in One Place After Another: Site 

Specific Art and Locational Identity,  

“Public art has reaffirmed its desire to impact the lives of (nonart) constituencies 
by other means. Instead of addressing the physical conditions of the site, the 
focus is now on engaging the concerns of ’those who occupy a given site’.” 
(2002:111) 
 

In line with this philosophy, Swartz has attempted to use her artwork to address the 

concerns of the public, to create opportunities in which this lack of interaction can be 

mended, and impact the lives of all who encounter Digital Empathy while walking along 

the High Line.  

Haunt Room 

The Haunt Room is different from Digital Empathy in that it cannot be 

considered interrogative design in Wodiczko’s definition of the term. The work does not 

challenge the status quo, or provoke questioning of some problem in our lives. Instead it 

challenges our perceptions of what it means to feel haunted. The goal of the Haunt Room 

as discussed in the previous chapters was to create a haunted feeling in those who 

interact with it. The location on the High Line is not one that creates a haunted feeling 

on its own. The work brings this sense of being haunted into an unexpected space, 

creating opportunities for park visitors to question what really makes them feel 

haunted. 

Haunt Room chooses not to challenge larger issues such as homelessness in 

Homeless Projection or our reliance on technology in Digital Empathy, but this does not 

make it any less important as a work of art. Haunt Room holds value in other ways: it is 

able to alter park visitors’ perspective, even for just a moment, and also display the 

power of persuasion, and how we are susceptible to the suggestion of feeling haunted 

more than any added sound or effect.  
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As discussed above, public art has the extra-aesthetic capacity to encourage 

democratic discussion and instigate democratic questioning of the status quo. 

Understanding how public art intersects in the discussion of public space, the public 

sphere, and democracy is essential to comprehending how artists can pursue this 

function and add deeper meanings and facilitate connections to their work from those 

who interact with it. Interrogative design is one way in which works like Homeless 

Projection and Digital Empathy are able to question the state of our society in the public 

realm. In their own ways, these works are giving voice to parts of society that are taken 

for granted, the homeless, and also illuminating the hidden and digitized voices that are 

very much a part of our world. These works bring to our attention what might 

otherwise be disregarded and give those who interact with them the opportunity to 

question the world around us.  
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Figure 19: Orly’s Feet and High Line Concrete, By Aviva Stampfer 

 
Chapter Five 

Public Art on the High Line: A Public Amenity 
 

Public art on the High Line greatly enhances the experience of the park. Whether 

purely aesthetic appreciation or the instigation of democratic questioning, without it 

the park would not be as important to those who interact with it. As a case study, it 

offers lessons for other public art programs in urban environments. Through a focus on 

interactive pieces, the High Line’s art program encourages park visitors to connect with 

different artworks. The High Line Art program uses art for a variety of reasons, 

including attracting repeat visitors, exposing those who might not feel comfortable in a 

gallery or museum setting to artworks, and supporting artists. By maintaining rotating 
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and materially varied exhibitions, the program ensures that there is always something 

new and interesting to different people.  

Digital Empathy has been a very successful work of art on the High Line, 

sparking deep interactions as well as pure enjoyment of an unexpected experience. In 

contrast, Haunt Room was not as successful. Park visitors were intrigued, but many 

missed the highly esoteric point, and interacted with the work on a more superficial 

level. This does not necessarily indicate a failure, but it is clear to me through my 

fieldwork that it was not as successful as Digital Empathy in connecting with park 

visitors on a level deeper than aesthetic appreciation.  That said, many works of public 

art fail in this way, fail to effectively communicate their message to those who interact 

with it. Public art can be seen as an experiment, and not all experiments work. A great 

example of this is in this very paper, the Goldsmiths experiments proving their own 

hypothesis wrong, that infrasound does not actually create haunted feelings in those 

who experience it. Not all experiments succeed, and not all public art will work either. 

The High Line itself can be considered an experiment, as a new form of public space that 

has not yet fully discovered how to maximize its potential. Some things are in need of 

tweaking in order to maximize the great potential the High Line has as new form of 

public space. One specific way to encourage more forms of interaction is to have a more 

flexible rule structure, maintaining safety measures without heavily restricting activity. 

Digital Empathy was also more successful at encouraging democratic discourse 

than Haunt Room. Analyzing the two works with Krzysztof Wodiczko’s theory of 

interrogative design allowed me to determine that Digital Empathy is partially aligned 

because while it does question society’s reliance on technology and in this way 

encourage those who interact with it to question the status quo, it is less forceful and 
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clear in its intentions than Wodiczko’s other works. Swartz allows for more flexibility in 

interpretation, and therefore more park visitors found a productive way to interact with 

it. 

 Looking to the future of the High Line Art I have identified a work that will be 

installed on April 19th 2012, as an indication of the direction of new artworks on the 

park: Lilliput. Lilliput is the first group art exhibition in the park, featuring miniature 

sculptures from six different artists from around the globe. The exhibit consists of 

statues in a range of materials and sizes, all installed in unexpected places on the High 

Line. Curator Cecilia Alemani explained this work,  

Throughout the different seasons, nature will embrace the sculptures, 
transforming their surroundings and acting as a backdrop in continuous flux. It 
will be exciting to see how the artworks merge and blend with the High Line’s 
landscape over the course of the next year.37 
 

Under the direction of Cecelia Alemani I expect both the range and type of artworks to 

shift over time. I also expect to see more international artists, although it is hard to 

predict the direction of the program under new management.  

I consider public art to be a public amenity, and believe that programs that 

support quality works of public art, like High Line Art, should continue to be supported 

financially and recognized for their contributions to society. The High Line including the 

art program is well funded, by both private and public funds. While I believe the art 

program on the High Line is relatively secure, it is my hope that the success of the 

program will encourage financial support of other, similar art programs. 

This project also has a lot of potential for further discussion. With more time and 

resources I would love to investigate the impact of different works of art on each other 

                                                        
37 http://thehighline.org/about/public-art/lilliput 
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when they occupy the same space, like Digital Empathy and Haunt Room. I would also 

have liked to address other critical art movements and their contribution to the 

discourse of public art. Institutional critique is a movement that turns a critical eye at 

the institutions that commission, support, and exhibit art, like museums and galleries, 

or in this case, the High Line. In this case, I think it would be interesting to examine how 

these theories might make a convincing argument about the High Line’s art program, 

and how its goals influence who and what types of art are shown. Interventionist art 

and urban space critique are two other art movements that I know less about but that 

also have potential to add different perspectives to this area of focus.  

As with most studies, this project has limitations. I encountered varied kinds of 

difficulties that influenced my project and the data that I was able to gather. Time is a 

large determinant in how many park visitors I was able to survey and talk to. I also 

experienced a limited interviewing pool due to people not writing or calling me back. A 

problem I did not expect was that for the winter season, the water fountains were 

closed on account of the weather. This further limited how much I could observe 

interaction with Digital Empathy (Fig. 20). Regardless of these obstacles, the experience 

of carrying out original fieldwork and writing this thesis has been immensely 

rewarding.  

This project has potential for a wide range of impacts. I believe that my findings 

will be useful to the staff of the High Line art department, and could enable them to 

better tailor their art commissions to the needs and desires of the park visitors. I also 

believe that my research could have greater implication in the study of public art and 

how it can be used as a critique of the status quo. I hope to draw attention to the 

importance of public art in an urban environment and art’s potential to not only inspire 
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and beautify, but also foster a society with greater consciousness for the wellbeing of 

all.  

 

 
Figure 20: Water fountains closed for the winter, By Aviva Stampfer 
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Appendix 
 
A-1. Sample survey (I used the same survey for Haunt Room, just changed question 
three to “What stands out to you about the experience?”) 
 
High Line Art Survey – for a college class project 
 
What brought you to this park? Circle one:  Fun   Exercise   Tourist   Other____________ 
 
What are your first impressions of Digital Empathy? 
 
 
What stands out to you about how the voice speaks or what it says? 
 
 
What message you think the artist was trying to convey? 
 
 
Does the fact that this piece is located on the High Line impact your interaction with 
it? 
 
 
Is there anything else you would like to add? 
 
 
Age:                   Gender: 
 
Thank you very much for your time and effort! If you are interesting in participating 

in this project further, please don’t hesitate to contact me at 
highlinethesis@gmail.com 

 

mailto:highlinethesis@gmail.com
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A-2. Map of the High Line
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A-2. Digital Empathy Survey Responses 
 

What 
brought 
you to this 
park? 

What are your 
first 
impressions? 

What stands out to 
you about how the 
voice speaks or 
what it says? 

What message do 
you think the artist 
was trying to 
convey? 

Does the fact that this 
piece is located on the 
High Line impact your 
interaction with it? 

Is there 
anything else 
you'd like to 
add? 

Age Gender 

Fun Very 
interesting 

I just heard and 
experienced most 
of the sound as 
background, but 
found the voice in 
the men’s room to 
convey the natural 
aspects of the park 

A feeling w - being 
a part + experience 

Yes, the piece and the 
park setting are both 
separate and unique 

 65 M 

Tourist Cool! Talking 
water 
fountain! 

Love. Family Love is everywhere My 3 year old daughter 
likes it too 

 36 M 

Fun I was kinda... 
ok really 
surprised 

I don't really pay 
attention to it, it 
just was cool 

Umm... a message 
about living life to 
the fullest and 
loving everyone 
(all say different 
things???) 

Yes. If there were more 
of these not just on the 
high line, than more 
people would find out 
about it. 

MAKE MORE! 12 F 

Fun WOAH! And 
then I thought 
they were cool 

Robotic, high 
pitched 

Slowing down in 
life + paying 
attention to the 
little things 

I would go see what it 
says no matter what it 
was 

THESE ARE SO 
COOL!! 

15 F 
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Aunt sue Water 
fountain 

A little hard to hear 
as there is 
construction 

 Yes  48 F 

Fun Clever idea Didn’t get what it 
said :( 

 Sure  71 F 

Fun, 
meeting 
with friends 

Interesting High pitched + 
digitalized 

Unsure...modern 
voice of the 
city/metropolitan 
area 

Hard to hear at water 
fountain, louder in 
elevator, can't 
understand what the 
voice is saying 

Highline is 
fantastic...not 
sure what 
Digital voice 
adds to that. It 
does make you 
stop for a 
moment and 
contemplate 
the purpose 

35 F 

Fun It was really 
cool. It was 
surprising. 

I didn't really think 
about it that much. 

Don't they all say 
different things? 
Not really sure... 

Not really Make more! 12 F 

Fun Whoa. What’s 
going on? 

Robotic, high 
pitched 

Make sure to notice 
the little things 

Further on, you're more 
likely to use it 

These are 
amazing 

15 F 

Fun Difficult to 
hear 

Staccato Surprise effect Yes  51 M 

Fun Fun Surprise We like water Yes, thirsty  49 F 
Tourist Surprising Sympathetic Pay attention to 

your environment 
  62 M 

Tourist Fun, quirky, There are several  Yes. I love it here.  28 M 
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informative, 
off-beat 

voices but each one 
has a unique 
quality 

Leisure I enjoy the 
seemingly 
random 
hodgepodge of 
digital text 
sourced 

The odd context it 
is found in 

Love is 
everywhere, 
embrace 
randomness 

It is a nice place to enjoy 
the senses of 
sensibilities 

 42 M 

 
 
A-3. Haunt Room Survey Responses 
 

What 
broug
ht you 
to this 
park? 

What are your first 
impressions? 

What stands out 
about the 
experience? 

What message do 
you think the artist 
was trying to 
convey? 

Does the location of the 
piece on the High Line 
impact your interaction 
with it? 

Is there 
anything else 
you'd like to 
add? 

Age Gender 

Fun Not certain of the 
effect it had 

The non-audible 
noise was also 
audible  

Experience can be 
more than only 
consciousness 

Not a very "haunted" 
surrounding 

 31 M 

Other Sound The vibrations of 
sound 

Evoke a feeling 
(maybe fear or 
uneasiness) 

A little  37 M 

Touris
t 

Nice  Give busy train 
feeling 

  46 M 

Fun Odd Not too much - just 
something different 

Sensory 
fear/trepidation 

No - but I like it Visual 
component 

54 F 
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Fun Interesting and 
strange 

The haunting 
sound 

That things that are 
haunting and 
strange can be 
artistic 

I think that it is in a spot 
that draws people to it 

It was a fun and 
different 
experience 

40 F 

Fun, 
Exerci
se 

Not thrilled Annoying  No No 65 M 

Fun Strange Nice N+C tunnels & 
subway 

No No 34 F 

Other Peaceful internally White Their own TRUE No   
Fun I didn’t feel 

haunted 
The light room in 
contrast to 
darkness, which 
usually associated 
w/"haunted" 

Isolation Not really  41 F 

Fun Weird Its not the place 
you are in it's the 
sound 

   8 M 

Touris
t 

Thought it was a 
bathroom! 

It’s different Outer connections Yes, it's interesting and 
draws on our curiosity 

 35 M 

Touris
t 

It didn’t really 
affect me. I spent 
maybe 30 secs in 
the room. The 
experience might 
have been 
influenced by 
music outside... 

The sound Don’t know, but I 
like the idea 

See above, lots of 
sounds from outside 

 37 F 

Touris
t 

Bathroom! Booming sound City throbbing? Yes - echo  50 F 

Touris Needs to have signs It’s good for photos No idea Yes  32 F 
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t 
Touris
t 

What is this doing 
here? 

The fun I had inside A place to relax 
with lights 

No  31 F 

A 
place 
to read 

The smell of 
carpenters glue 

Very different & 
unusual 

That feelings are 
only chemical 
reactions in our 
brain, and can be 
created 
synthetically 

I visit the high line a few 
times a week, and 
usually don't go this far 

 26 M 

School Thought it would 
be scarier 

Thinking about 
other times I've 
heard infrasound 
outside of a 
controlled 
environment  

How are 
supernatural 
sounds and feelings 
different to our 
experience & 
psyche when we 
know it's 
controlled/ man 
made 

Yes, even with the 
concrete wall I could 
still hear traffic and 
people 

 20 F 

Art Mirror Weird Windows are as 
good as mirrors 

Kind of It was cool 9 M 

 


